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A
  century and a half ago, M

ajor John W
esley Pow

ell and  
eight m

en w
ere 99 days deep in the G

rand Canyon and 
still scared sleepless by the roar of Colorado River rapids. 
Th

ey had launched in M
ay from

 G
reen River, U

tah, row
ing 

blindly, 
facing 

backw
ard 

in 
leaky, 

overloaded 
row

boats, 
into violent giant eddies they called w

hirlpools, pulled ever 
dow

nw
ard into the tum

ult of unknow
n falls and ancient 

rock canyons, back into shapeless antiquity. O
bsessed by this 

geology, and having passed ruins built long before Christ, 
Pow

ell felt peculiarly transported—
just as boaters feel today 

in this place. Th
en as now

, traversing the G
rand Canyon is 

like traveling through tim
e. 

 
At 

the 
beginning 

of 
their 

expedition, 
O

ram
el 

and 
Seneca H

ow
land had earned Pow

ell’s w
rath by capsizing and 

destroying a boat carrying 2,000 pounds of food, m
aps, and 

equipm
ent, a m

ishap that left them
 faint w

ith hunger and 
unable to fulfill their scientific research. Later, W

illiam
 D

unn 
fell into the river and destroyed Pow

ell’s pocket w
atch. Th

e 
m

ajor—
right shirtsleeve pinned beneath the stum

p of an arm
 

lost to a Civil W
ar bullet—

barked at D
unn to pay $30 for the 

w
atch or leave the expedition. Th

e dom
ineering Pow

ell m
ight 

have been a visionary in brokering N
ative Am

erican peace and 
foreseeing the w

ater challenges of a parched Am
erican W

est, 
but on the river he couldn’t get along w

ith his ow
n m

en.
 

By the m
orning of August 28, 1869, capsizes and near 

drow
nings had pushed his crew

 tow
ard m

utiny. Starving and 
facing yet another dangerous rapid, D

unn and the H
ow

lands 
refused to continue dow

nriver. 
 

Th
ey parted am

iably, and as the six rem
aining boaters 

saluted the departing trio w
ith gunshots, each group believed 

the other w
ouldn’t m

ake it out alive. Pow
ell w

ould turn out to 
exit the canyon just tw

o days later, but D
unn and the H

ow
lands 

w
ere bound for the rem

ote Arizona Strip, up through a hot, 
com

plex gorge (later nam
ed Separation Canyon in honor of the 

parting) and past a gauntlet of Paiute Indians know
n as the 

Shivw
its, to St. G

eorge, pioneer outpost of m
ilitant M

orm
ons, 

100 m
iles distant. Th

ey carried traps, am
m

unition, a double-
barreled shotgun, and tw

o breech-loading W
inchester rifles. 

Th
eir canteens had been lost to the river. Th

ey had no m
aps, 

but their pocket w
atch and an expensive chronom

eter w
ould 

allow
 them

 to take sun sightings and navigate by longitude. 
 

Th
e m

en never m
ade it to St. G

eorge, and w
hat happened 

to them
 is one of the great enigm

as of the Southw
est. Som

e 
say N

ative Am
ericans killed them

 as revenge for the rape of 
a squaw

 by three w
hite m

en, w
hile others claim

 M
orm

ons 
m

istook them
 for prying federal agents and shot them

. O
ne 

hundred and forty-seven years later, long intrigued by their 
disappearance, I decided to retrace their footsteps—

to try 
view

 this land not as a m
odern adventurer, but through the 
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eyes of m
en w

ho w
ere struggling, w

eak, hungry, and venturing 
into the unknow

n. And by plunging back in history and diving 
deep into their route, I hoped to resolve the m

ystery.  

Th
is tim

e-stalled corner of the Southw
est—

archly referred 
to by guides as the “alien abduction zone”—

is know
n for its 

lost souls. In 1928, honeym
ooners G

len and Bessie H
yde 

disappeared from
 their intact dory a few

 m
iles from

 w
here 

Pow
ell’s m

en departed the Colorado; in 1934, the young 
artist Everett Ruess never em

erged from
 a trip w

ith his 
burros into U

tah’s D
avis G

ulch. M
ore recently, in 2012, Bill 

O
tt vanished w

hile photographing rock art across the river 
from

 Separation Canyon; then in June 2016, despite an 
extensive search w

here Pow
ell’s m

en w
ould have topped out 

on the Arizona Strip, backpacker Floyd Richards joined the 
list of m

ore than a dozen disappearances.  
 

Traversing the Arizona Strip that D
unn and the H

ow
lands 

hoped to cross is still quite diffi
cult even a century and a half later. 

At alm
ost 8,000 square m

iles, it’s larger than M
assachusetts, 

w
ith only 21 square m

iles of w
ater, and cut off from

 the rest 
of the state by the 277-m

ile-long, 18-m
ile-w

ide G
rand Canyon 

and the evaporative Lake M
ead. Culturally, the strip is m

ore 
influenced by polygam

ous U
tahns than Arizona sportsm

en. As 
one of the m

ost rem
ote tracts in the Low

er 48, far rem
oved from

 
cell service, its sharp volcanic rocks eat tires and deter all but 
the hardiest four-w

heelers. If you’re foolish enough to visit in 
anything but dry w

eather, you’ll find the rain transform
s dirt 

roads into quagm
ires, w

hile steep rocky w
ashes becom

e m
ud 

traps capable of stranding even tanks for days. 
 

Shivw
its Plateau sticks a crooked m

iddle finger into 
the G

rand Canyon, forcing the great w
est-flow

ing river into 
its southernm

ost loop. O
n a perfect O

ctober day in 2016, 
w

e bum
ped and rocked our w

ay south, aim
ing for the rim

 of 
Separation Canyon in a Land Cruiser, seatbelts bruising our 
shoulders, w

ith em
ergency-exit m

ountain bikes dancing on 
the rear rack. It w

ould have been easier to row
 a boat dow

n the 
Colorado River to get to the m

outh of Separation—
as I learned 

from
 past trips. 

  
According to local canyoneers, there are only tw

o exits from
 

Separation. G
uidebooks for these rem

ote defiles are notoriously 
sparse. U

sing com
pass and G

PS in place of Pow
ell’s chronom

eter, 
w

e parked and w
alked the last m

iles to a w
ash draining tow

ard 
the G

rand. Bushw
hacking and then scram

bling dow
n execrable 

K
aibab lim

estone and across a bighorn trail, w
e em

erged onto 
the highest valley in Separation Canyon’s east fork. M

y arm
s 

and legs w
ere quickly bloodied from

 w
hacking through juniper, 

piñon, and thorny m
esquite; m

y com
panions, D

avid Schipper 
and Chris Pietrzak, w

ere unscratched at first, but by afternoon a 
cactus spine had em

bedded itself deep into Chris’s calf.  
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Although w

e had expected a pleasant trek dow
n, the route 

becam
e com

plicated. At several crucial points, w
e follow

ed 
tiny cairns m

arking loose traverses and steep dow
n-clim

bing. 
W

ithout the aid of a trail or its m
arkers, w

ithout food or w
ater, 

it’s hard to im
agine 19th century m

ountain m
en, let alone 

m
odern canyoneers, exiting the Big D

itch w
ithout paying a 

steep m
ental and physical toll.  

  
D

ow
n in Separation, by the end of a 75-degree day, w

e 
w

ere parched. I’d started out carrying tw
o gallons of w

ater, 
but drank half as m

uch again from
 old rainw

ater puddles. Th
at 

evening, as D
avid and Chris hunted for scorpions in our 

cam
psite, 

I 
headed 

dow
n-canyon. 

Running 
w

ater 
w

as 
nonexistent. W

hile D
unn and the H

ow
lands slaked their thirst 

from
 puddles as I did (tree rings and Pow

ell’s river journals 
show

 that 1869 had been a w
et year), their deerskin and w

ool 
w

ere entirely unsuited for the August heat. Th
ey w

ould have 
tied clothes around their w

aists and still sw
eated profusely. 

W
ithout protective sun clothing or lotion, their skin w

ould 
have burned like the redw

all lim
estone im

prisoning them
. 

 
As darkness fell, I turned on m

y headlam
p. But Pow

ell’s 
m

en lacked torches, and if they chose to travel in the cooler 
night air they w

ould have stum
bled painfully through an 

arboretum
 of cacti—

16 species w
orth—

as in the last days of 
August 1869 the w

aning m
oon w

as only half full.
 

At 36, as the oldest m
em

ber of the expedition, O
ram

el 
H

ow
land w

ould have led his charges up the canyon like “a m
ad 

K
ing Lear” (as Pow

ell described him
). Seneca, 26, quiet and 

pensive, got along w
ith Pow

ell, but didn’t w
ant his half brother 

to depart w
ithout him

. Little is know
n about D

unn, 24, but he 
had greasy hair hanging dow

n his back and, as the m
ajor put it, 

“a sublim
e contem

pt for razors.”
 

Row
ing and portaging the snow

m
elt w

aters of the 
Colorado River—

after their earlier hunting trips in the cool 
Rockies—

w
ould not have inured them

 to this antithetical 
desert biosphere. Edible plants are scarce. Th

ere are lizards and 
elusive packrats, but gam

e abandons the sum
m

er canyons for 
the plateau grasslands, and bighorn sheep, as they’d learned 
in frustration over the past m

onths w
hile transiting the river, 

often lay beyond rifle range.

D
uring open bivouacs encam

ped w
ith stinging, venom

ous 
critters, their long beards blew

 sidew
ays in the eerie hot blast 

of rising air, pushed by cooler air below
 and audibly how

ling up 
this canyon until the daw

n—
as it has blow

n for m
illennia. For 

D
unn and the H

ow
lands, Separation Canyon w

as an objective 
to be vanquished rather than nature to be adm

ired. In the 
m

inds of 19th century pioneers unburdened by rom
antic 

thought, w
ilderness reigned w

ith m
alevolence. As I stum

bled 
alone back up the canyon, I appreciated how

 desperate they 
w

ould have felt, w
ith little w

ater, no food, intense heat, and 
nothing but the unknow

n above them
.

 
Separation Canyon is no sim

ple gorge. Although only 30 
m

iles from
 river to rim

 by our route, it splits into labyrinthine 
w

est, m
ain, and east forks—

each tw
isting up into a half-

dozen narrow
 sub-canyons. Finding one of the tw

o exits in 
the furthest east canyon w

ould have dem
anded repeatedly 

clim
bing confusing look-alike canyons only to be stym

ied by 
dead ends of vertical rock.
 

Th
eir 

tongues 
sw

elled 
in 

their 
throats. 

Th
eir 

heels 
blistered. M

osquitoes harangued. M
ore than a half-dozen 

exit attem
pts w

ould have cost them
 tw

o dozen m
iles of route-

finding—
certainly causing debates leading to argum

ents and 
m

ore anxiety-heightening exhaustion.
 

After a few
 days of running this m

aze, they w
ould have 

been even m
ore w

eakened and dehydrated—
physically cooked 

by the Arizona Strip, perhaps cram
ping and nauseous, perhaps 

on the edge of heat exhaustion, follow
ed by fever and the 

elevated pulse of heat stroke, w
hich can kill the fittest athletes 

w
ithin an hour. 

In tw
o long days—

once taking a w
rong turn until corrected 

by our G
PS—

w
e backtracked to the rim

, chastened. Cutting 
through this dense and featureless forest on a different route 
by com

pass after our G
PS batteries died, w

e clim
bed a knoll 

in hopes of spotting the road. A long silence reigned as w
e 

im
agined getting lost in these dense w

oods cut by jagged 
w

ashes, dow
ned trees, spiny gardens, and boulder fields. Th

en 
w

e spotted the K
elly Springs road a half-m

ile aw
ay. O

ur relief 
to be back on track w

as tangible.
 

If D
unn and the H

ow
lands m

ade it this far, they w
ould 

have found the Indian trail leading off the plateau. Atop this 
basalt stratum

, pale potsherds lay at our feet, littered w
ith 

burnt-orange, thum
bnail-sized chert fragm

ents, carried here 
over the m

illennia by N
ative Am

ericans to be knapped into 

 It’s hard to im
agine 19th century m

ountain 
m

en exiting the Big D
itch w

ithout paying a 
steep m

ental and physical toll.  
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arrow
heads. W

ithin a day or tw
o, the trio likely w

ould have 
m

et the locals.
 

Th
e Shivw

it band of the Paiute m
oved into this area 

roughly a thousand years ago. Th
ey farm

ed corn, squash, and 
m

elon in the valleys—
the sam

e kind of garden produce that 
Pow

ell and his starving m
en stole a half-day’s float dow

n river 
from

 Separation Canyon. O
n the plateau, the Shivw

its skillfully 
hunted deer, sheep, and rabbits w

ith bow
 and arrow

s. M
any 

m
ountain m

en experienced the lethality of the Paiute tool 
firsthand, and they learned to prefer this silent w

eapon to a 
rifle for stealthy hunting.
 

Th
is corner of the Arizona Strip belonged to the Shivw

its, 
but it w

as on the verge of radical change. W
ithin a dozen years, 

sheep herders and cattlem
en w

ould begin settling the high 
plateau. M

orm
ons had been in the low

er elevations for tw
o 

decades, fighting w
ith and baptizing the loinclothed Shivw

its 
and other Paiutes. And w

hile the Shivw
its w

ere perceived 
as 

largely 
peaceful 

and 
destitute—

taken 
by 

N
avajo 

and 
sold as slaves across the river, decim

ated by Euro-Am
erican 

diseases—
the rem

ote plateau served as a final stronghold 
w

here they could resist being civilized by M
orm

ons. Indeed, 
only m

onths before Pow
ell’s expedition m

ade its pioneering 
descent of the Colorado, tw

o dozen Shivw
it w

arriors fought 
w

ith the H
ualapai in a w

ar against the U.S. Arm
y across the 

river until realizing that they w
ere hopelessly outm

anned 
and outgunned. M

iners and ranchers m
onopolized both 

sides of the river, stealing w
ater sources and despoiling fertile 

grasslands and w
ild gam

e that belonged to N
ative Am

ericans.
 

Th
ree years earlier, just 30 m

iles northeast, N
avajo raiders 

had crossed the river and killed tw
o w

hite ranchers. M
orm

on 
gunm

en found Shivw
its w

ith the ranchers’ clothing and coins, 
abandoned by the departed N

avajo. Th
e M

orm
ons tortured 

the Indians, hanging them
 from

 their heels and breaking their 
thum

bs. Th
e Shivw

its futilely begged for their lives. Som
e ran 

and w
ere shot in the backs. Even in these dark, chaotic tim

es, 
M

orm
ons generally avoided this kind of violent punishm

ent 
lest they invite the Paiute culture’s revenge—

the Shivw
its 

w
ould never forget these brutal killings of fam

ily and friends.
 

D
unn and the H

ow
lands w

ere oblivious to the cultural 
upheavals they w

ere stum
bling tow

ard.

Tw
o dozen m

iles north of our Separation Canyon exit, any doubts 
about the trio m

aking it out w
ere dispelled by our findings atop 

M
t. D

ellenbaugh, a 900-foot hike above the Shivw
it trail. O

n 
top, it took us three hours to find the inscription, scratched onto 
a boulder w

ith a knife: “W
 D

U
N

N
 1869.”

 
Th

e brow
n-varnished rock aligns w

ith a view
 north 

across a sea of juniper. A
lthough m

any in the G
rand Canyon 

com
m

unity 
believe 

that 
it’s 

fake, 
the 

inscription 
felt 

authentic to m
e, particularly com

pared to the m
odern and 

m
uch cruder scribbled graffi

to on surrounding boulders, 
especially since a herm

it cow
boy, A

fton Snyder, w
ho lived 

in a cave below
 this dorm

ant volcano, rem
em

bered seeing 
D

unn’s m
ark in the 1930s.

 
W

hat 
happened 

to 
the 

three 
after 

they 
left 

M
t. 

D
ellenbaugh 

has 
been 

debated 
in 

riverside 
cam

psites, 
university 

classroom
s, 

and 
the 

dens 
of 

historians 
for 

generations. W
e do know

 that in early Septem
ber 1869, less 

than tw
o w

eeks after the separation, the m
en w

ere reported 
dead at the hands of the Shivw

its. W
hen Pow

ell returned to 
the area a year later w

ith a M
orm

on translator, the Shivw
its 

confessed, saying D
unn and the H

ow
lands w

ere m
istaken 

for three m
en w

ho’d raped an Indian w
om

an and killed in 
retribution. But after the recent discovery of a cryptic 1883 
letter found in a trunk in southern U

tah by a retired biology 
professor, others argued the m

en w
ere killed by M

orm
ons w

ho 
thought they w

ere federal spies. Th
is alternative hypothesis 

w
as reported by the Salt Lake City Tribune, then spread around 

boater cam
pfires, across the w

eb, in books about Pow
ell or 

the Colorado R
iver, and w

ithin a chapter of the best-selling 
book U

nder the Banner of H
eaven. H

istory w
as quickly revised, 

and now
 m

ost w
ho’ve studied this sm

all, tragic chapter in 
w

estern exploration take it as gospel that the M
orm

ons, w
ho 

slaughtered 120 em
igrants nearby in 1857, w

ere responsible.
 

Th
e truth of the killings is buried in tim

e. Bodies w
ere 

never found, and scratches on a rock are som
e of the last hard 

evidence of their passing. But I have consulted historians, 
com

bed archives, read books and transcriptions of oral 
histories, and studied the 1883 letter. I’ve found m

ultiple 
sources that point to the truth, and as I stood atop M

t. 
D

ellenbaugh, confronting D
unn’s final signature, I knew

 that 
the M

orm
ons did not kill Pow

ell’s m
en. 

 
Contem

porary 
thought 

processes—
disconnected 

from
 know

ledge of the land or a N
ative A

m
erican context 

of 
w

estern 
expansionism

—
occlude 

our 
understanding 

of 
D

unn’s 
and 

the 
H

ow
lands’ 

fate. 
Sym

pathy 
for 

the 
m

arginalized Shivw
its m

ay play a role in shifting blam
e to 

the M
orm

ons, too; despite the confessions, Pow
ell chose 

m
aking peace w

ith the locals over pursuing charges against 
them

 to avoid an endless cycle of revenge.
 

But that day in early Septem
ber 1869, I believe that 

O
ram

el, the stronger brother, w
as taking care of the younger 

Seneca—
all but disabled by heat exhaustion and hunger. 

N
either had clim

bed w
ith D

unn to view
 the route or leave 

inscriptions as they had done as an inseparable threesom
e a 

m
onth earlier in G

len Canyon. N
ow

 the m
en w

ere barely able 
to w

alk or carry their gear.
 

A
fter m

eeting three Indians w
ho offered help, the 

trusting O
ram

el m
istakenly allow

ed the Shivw
its to carry 

their rifles and the traps. Th
e three, nam

ed Toab, Jim
, and 

Tam
anam

, had fed the m
en the previous night at Parashant 

Springs, a few
 m

iles from
 w

here the butt of D
unn’s rifle w

as 
found in 1993. Seeing an opportunity, and w

anting revenge 
for the 1866 tortures and m

urders of Shivw
its at the hands 

of M
orm

ons, the Indians unshouldered their bow
s. Juniper 

arrow
s 

tipped 
w

ith 
chert 

rained 
into 

D
unn 

and 
the 

H
ow

lands. A
s each w

hite m
an fell, defenseless, the Shivw

its 
continued to draw

, pull, and shoot. 
 

Th
e 1883 M

orm
on letter, w

hich referred to “the killing 
of three” in a tow

n called Toquerville north of St. G
eorge, 

is flim
sy evidence at best. Th

at the bedraggled, em
aciated 

m
en w

ould pass the area’s largest settlem
ent for a sm

all 
village 10 days after leaving the river only to be killed there 
by suspicious M

orm
ons is far less plausible than w

hat 
the Indians them

selves adm
itted. A

fter digging deep into 
historical 

records—
including 

letters 
from

 
ranchers 

and 
testim

ony from
 Indians, all of w

hich corroborate the original 
report—

I now
 firm

ly believe that Shivw
its killed D

unn and 
the H

ow
land brothers.

 
Th

e 1870 confession to Pow
ell spoke of “filling Pow

ell’s 
m

en w
ith arrow

s.” Th
en, in 1902, Toab bragged of the killing 

to a ranch hand nam
e Jim

m
y G

uerrero, saying that “they just 
begged and they cried.” (Toab w

as later caught vandalizing 
springs, cattle trails, and fences and eventually served tim

e 
in prison for m

urdering another Paiute.) In 1923, a Shivw
it 

nam
ed Sim

on, w
ho w

as a boy w
hen the killings occurred 

and heard about them
 firsthand, told a sheriff nam

ed G
eorge 

Brooks that Toab, Jim
, and Tam

anam
 then “ran and hid.”

 
“Their bodies w

ere not buried,” said Sim
on, but rather 

w
ere left for coyotes, Brooks reported in a letter. Three 

years later, in 1926, Frederick D
ellenbaugh, an artist 

and topographer on one of Pow
ell’s later expeditions, 

heard a corroborating story from
 another Indian source, 

w
ho confirm

ed the three m
en w

ere killed near Parashunt 
Spring. “The m

en let the Indians carry their guns and other 
traps. They left the spring in the m

orning, got out a half-
m

ile or m
ore, w

hen the Indians attacked them
. It w

as a 
running fight—

bow
s and arrow

s w
ere used,” D

ellenbaugh 
w

rote in a letter.
 

Th
erm

als continued to lift air out of the great, prehistoric 
chasm

 of the G
rand Canyon below. W

e left D
unn’s inscription 

and headed dow
n. Below

 the cinder cone sum
m

it, w
e w

alked 
around crum

bling ruins built of black basalt, the sam
e that 

D
unn w

ould have passed in 1869. Above us, gray storm
 clouds 

scudded. It w
as a landscape just as harsh and unforgiving as 

150 years ago, or 1,500. It w
as also a place that kept its secrets, 

but not all of them
, w

ell.    
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