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The Mindset
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In the mountains of Colorado the surveyors had to ñlocate routes that would not exceed the grades 

engines could pull.  Often this meant working high up on steep hillsides or under overhanging 

cliffs. é Sometimes the surveyors had to work where there was little or no footing.  They hung by 

ropes from canyon walls, plotting courses that could be seen only in an engineerôs imagination.

Trains DID follow these imaginary rights of way, hanging to the sides of steep cliffs, on ledges 

blasted out of solid rock high above rushing rivers, winding from one side to another on spindly 

trestles, and sometimes crowding the streams for a foothold at the bottoms of deep canyons.ò

Kelly Chodain Thirty Pound Rails
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William Henry Jackson
Photo of

Las Animas Canyon
1884
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Robert Brewster Stanton

ñStanton was handicapped by a withered left arm, and 

this kept him from some of the heaviest labor.  

Anyone who reads these field notes will agree that the 

handicap restrained his activity very slightly 

otherwise.ò  (Smith and Crampton)
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The First Crew

F.M. Brown, President;  J.N. Hughes, Guest (lawyer, boatman);  

John Hislop, Transitman;  Ed. Coe, Leveler;  C.W. Potter, Front flag;  

H.C, Richards, Steward;  E.A. Reynolds, Guest (lawyer, boatman);  

W.H. Bush, Transitman;  G. Ed. Howard, Leveler;  F.A. Nims, Photographer;  

Geo. A. Sutherland, Rodman;  G.W. Gibson, Cook

This group left Denver on May 22, and were joined at Grand Junction, 

Colorado, by T.P. Rigney, and at Green River, Utah, by Peter Hansbrough and E.W. 

Terry.
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The River
In 1889, railroad company president Frank M. Brown, 

Engineer Robert Brewster Stanton, and several workers embarked 

down the Green River headed to the Colorado River for a railroad 

survey, intending to go to the Gulf of California in Mexico.  This 

was the first major exploration of Grand Canyon since Major John 

Wesley Powellôs expeditions in 1869 and 1871-72.
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MAY 24.  éwent over to the railroad to look at our boats.  I was awfully 

disappointed é They are light brittle cedar hunting and pleasure boats, totally 

unfit for the work they will have to do down the Colorado River.  éreally 

unsafe.  Two of them have very large splits in their bottoms by the handling they 

have received in the cars.ò

(According to Ghiglieri and Myers, Over the Edge: Death in Grand 

Canyon, the five boats provided by Brown were cheap ñ15-foot-long canoe-type 

boats only 40 inches wide, a mere 18 inches deep, and built of thin planks of 

brittle red cedar.ò)
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MAY 25.  Completed repairing boats é impossible to load all our stores in 

boats éwith watertight compartments in center.  Took these out, made them into 

a raft, and loaded them full of stores and screwed down tight.  All moved off 

smoothly.ô

é Boats all in good order, except Brown Betty, old boat, which is leaking all 

round her top lap.  Gibson and Richards quite alarmed as they have the raft in 

tow é hauled up on shore and unloaded and carefully caulked é flour and lard 

for ódope.ôò

é first small rapid.  é Denverstuck on rocks and stove 3 holes in her 

bottom.  All hands jumped into river and carried rest of fleet over safely.ò

First 120 miles down the smooth waters of the Green River to junction with 

the Grand River (now the Colorado) reasonably uneventful.  Reached mouth of 

the Green on May 29, camped on the west bank of the Green in about the same 

spot where John Wesley Powell had camped in 1869.  Picked up survey made 

earlier from Grand Junction by Frank C. Kendrick.
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The Troubles Begin

May 31.  ñLearn of narrow escape of Richards and Gibson and loss of our ófloatô and 

about one third of all our provisions é I instructed if they got into swift water and 

could not manage éto pull to shore as quick as possible.  é had tied up the ófloatô 

and their boat in eddy above rapid, when Brown ordered them to take boat and bring 

float across the river, above the rapid where he had made camp  é were caught in 

the swift water when they both jumped out into the river and struggled hard to save 

the ófloatô; but finding that they and their boat were about to be carried over the 

rapid they cut loose the ófloatô and let her go, and saved themselves and their boat.  

Noblame whatever can be attached to the boys.ò
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June 1.  ñtwo portages and run and let down by ropes [over] three rapids.  The hardest dayôs 

work Iôve known for years.ò 

June 3. é ñBoat No. 5 é run against a rock and sunk éReynolds swam out and saved the 

boat, but almost everything was lost, all of Potterôs and Sutherlandôs bedding and clothes. éOne 

other boatééstove in.

ñNimsô photo camera blew over the cliff and smashed up.  We have two more.ò

June 4.  éñBrown, Hughes, and Reynolds start off éto run the rapid.  é capsized in heaviest 

rapid éclung on (to boat) é scrambled out and stayed on rocks, all day, drying out clothes, etc., é

ñécook boat the Brown Betty, é swung éagainst a huge rock. She did not break at once but 

soon filled with water.

ésaved a part of the cookôs outfit, but lost all but seven of our plates, all spoons, pans and two 

camp kettles, éLost nearly all our grub in cookôs boat.  Tried é to save the boat but she broke all up 

and was a total loss.

Loosing Supplies and Equipment
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ñé everything was wet éspread out our supplies to dry and found many of them spoiltéò

June 5.  éòTwo boats slightly damaged and Mary, No. 3, had end completely knocked off.  

Repaired éafter reaching camp.

éstill left about 4 weeksô é flour; 3 weeksô é bacon; 1 weeksô é sugar; 6 weeksô é dried 

fruit; and 6 to 8 weeksô écoffee.  é

é started with 75 daysô supplies of everything, this looks rather serious.ò

June 10.   ñé repaired boats with rosin Hansbrough got from pines on top yesterday. 

é Boat No. 1 éwent down.  A total loss, including $250.00 transit, 2 sacks flour, 1 keg 

vinegar, 3 sacks fruit, 1 sack beans, etc., etc.

é followed Boat No. 1 for 3 miles, é found oneof fivefloats é lost June 1st.  é contained 

2 sacks flour, 2 cans tomatoes, soap, 2 sacks fruit, 1 sack meal, and some tobacco é are about 

where we were before Boat No. 1 was lost.ò

The Losses Continue



17

June 12. é Mary, No. 3, é against a rock and smashed her up pretty badly, losing our last 

coffee pot, all but nine cups, all our dried peaches, and one sack of beans.  é loaded up all rest of 

stuff in our two remaining boats and pushed on. 

Boat 5 é swamped just above camp.  éblankets wet, but saved.  é All bacon, beans, and 

fruit on No. 5 lost and my level box with medicines, etc., etc.  Rather a bad disaster to wind up 

the day with.

é found two more ófloatsô intact and one broken up.  é 2 sacks flour, coffee, syrup, 2 kegs 

pickles, 12 cans condensed milk.  A good find.ò

June 13.  é ñtook stock of all provisions and found [it] pretty slim for sixteen men and will 

not last even with shortallowances for six days.  Mr. Brown does not seem to grasp the situation 

in the least, but goes on as if we had two monthsô supplies in camp.ò

June 16.  é ñsaw ébags, blankets, etc. floating down river, é lost the boat Denveré In its 

load was Bushôs transit, and all sorts of other things including one sack flour.ò

é had torn up the Mary in order to get material to repair the other boats.  This affected 

Brown very much as the boat was named for his wife and he cried before the whole party.  The 

men went over river and got boat Ward, No. 1.  Found it little damaged.ò  

More Losses and Fearing Starvation
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June 17.  ñBrown will go ahead for grub this morning with one boat and send us back supplies 

as quick as possible.ò

June 20.  ñé come down the hill and meet Howard, who with Coe and Hansbrough have 

come back from Dandy Crossing é with plenty of supplies.  Howard is in great glee over plenty 

of ógrubô é Potter stuffs himself and is sick.ò

June 24.  ñWe went across river to Hite City é Found all the rest of the men and mail from 

home.ò

Smith and Crampton :  ñThe instrumental railroad survey through Cataract and Narrow 

Canyons é was a remarkable achievement. é Railroad had hired an engineer capable of dealing 

with man and éand with enough determination and fortitude to carry the job through to the end.ò

.

From Dandy Crossing (Hite), the party split with Brown and Stanton going ahead with a 

crew to ñeye-surveyò a route through Glen Canyon, while the other group was to continue with 

the instrumental survey.  

Resupply of Chow
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June 2.  ñFrom the San Juan River to Leeôs Ferry the river is verytortuous and will require at least 15 

tunnels.  They will generally be short, from 200 to 500 feet, but one or two will be one to 1 İ miles.ò

Leeôs Ferry, Arizona, July 4, 1889.  ñIn camp waiting for supplies, before going on down the 

river.  Of course it is the hottest day of the year, 132° in sun, and 105° in shade.ò

(After enjoying of few days of fresh meat, milk, eggs and vegetables, they resumed their journey 

downriver on July 9.)

River through Glen Canyon much easier éñprecipitous walls é and sweeping curves é(caused) 

Stanton little doubt (regarding) éfeasibility é  his notes é (speak of) é tunnels and bridges over 

side canyons.  Long sections é to be blasted in solid rock and é cliffs édropped into the river é 

blithely proposes éa 200-foot span over the mouth of the San Juanò

Stanton ñwas a child of his time.  éé had éparticipated in the spectacular railroad building era in 

Colorado.  Railroads could be built anywhere, even through the canyons of the Colorado.ò

The ñeye surveyò crew reached Leeôs Ferry on June 2.)

They Can Build It!
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July 10.  ñJust as we got into the swiftest part at head of rapid I looked up and 

saw McDonald bareheaded on left bank running towards us with his hands in the air. 

é We realized in a moment that their boat had upset.  I turned quickly and looked 

over the water.  Saw nothing and then shouted to men to pull hard for shore, and just 

as we turned I saw Brownôs notebook shoot up out of the water and float with the 

eddy. éI jumped over Richards to shore with line and immediately looked over the 

whole eddy and rapid could see not other trace of him, Brown.  The whole of this did 

not take ¼ of a minute, even much less.  é This has been a day of terrible 

experience.  é  In the depth of this lonely canyon and beside the roaring waters, 

which leaped and lashed and foamed without ceasing, we sat for hours utterly 

paralyzed.  We watched eddy and whirl and then searched the banks for a mile and a 

half on either side in hopes of at least finding his body and giving it an honored 

burial place on top of some high cliff, but all in vain.ò  

President Brown Drowns
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July 15.  ñéall of a sudden we saw them turn towards the cliff at a point 

with an overhanging shelf of about 3 feet.  é as I watched them I saw Richards 

get his end out from the rocks clear into the stream and Hansbrough had his head 

out from under the shelf.  I remarked éóThey are all right now,ô éwhen all of a 

sudden their boat turned over, and both went into the water.  Hansbrough was 

never seen to rise by any of us.  éMcDonald and Gibson who were below 

érushed out into the stream with their boat towards Richardsébut he sank 

before they could reach him.  éHislopand I ran over the cliff but by the time we 

got there all was quiet and both men gone forever.ò

July 16.  ñAfter breakfast éwe é came to the 

conclusion it was best to try to go out éò

Two More Die
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July 17.  ñAbout ı mile below we notice beautiful green vines, ferns, and 

bushes éThere is quite a spring coming out of the cliff and there are several patches 

of rich soil lodged on a bench of the marble and watered by these springs éWe 

gather bunches of ferns and flowers to take home to remember this place which is 

Powellôs óVaseyôs Paradise,ô  é I name this Point Retreat. é will require a tunnel 

about 1 mile long and it has a splendid approach on upper side; and as well as I can 

see there is an easy exit on lower side.ò 

é I looked up the river and saw something large and white like a large bundle 

floating down.  As it came a little nearer we all saw it was Mr. Brownôs body.  

McDonald and Hislopéat the risk of their lives attempted to get it; but it was 

impossible as it was so near the head of the rapid.  They came near going over the 

rapid é It was very sad.  I had so hoped éwe could give it burial in the pretty little 

spot called óVaseyôs Paradise.ôéòWe have cached all our surplus supplies in a cave 

é Excepté boats which are useless.ò 

HeadingOut andWatchingBrownôsBodyGoBy
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They spent astormynight shelteredin thecave,

andStanton wrote: ñIhaveseenthelightning

play and heard the thunder roll among the 

summit peaks of the Rocky Mountains, as I 

have stood on some rocky point far above the 

clouds, but nowhere has the awful grandeur 

equaled that night in the lonesome depths of 

what to us was deathôs canon.ò

From Todd R. Berger, It Happened at Grand 
Canyon, p. 42 (Two Dot; Guilford , CT; Helena, 

MT, Second Ed., 2016


