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Chapter 4 – Section 1
Physical Features – The United States and Canada


MALE SPEAKER #1: Seventy million years ago dinosaurs roamed this part of the south western United States. This was once a real Jurassic park, far larger than that fictitious land. This was an elevated plateau, bigger than the British Isles. Sixty million years after the dinosaurs have turned to dust and rock, a great river flowing from the Rockies altered course and dramatically changed this flat plateau. It scoured out one of the biggest channels in the earths crust creating the Grand Canyon. For three million years the Colorado River dug into the great plateau. At the end of that geologically brief time, it had created one of the seven wonders of the natural world. The formation of the Grand Canyon would have been seen by ancestors of this chuckwalla. More recent chuckwallas witnessed the arrival of concrete monsters. Today dams dominate, where once dinosaurs did. On the northern canyon rim winter storms drop snow. It can start in October and go on until June. The canyon has a host of microclimates supporting an astonishing range of species, from plants like heat loving cactus to downy woodpeckers able to survive at this end of the canyons climatic extremes. Far down on the canyon floor there is another world where snow never falls. Each snowflake melts before it can reach the bottom one mile down. It’s hard to imagine the Grand Canyon as much as fifteen miles at its widest and over six thousand feet at its deepest. This geological marvel is a complex world of gorges and towering cliffs carved by billions of gallons of water. Few animals can exploit such a place of dizzying cliffs and hostile rock faces.  As it travels the incredible 277 mile length of the Grand Canyon the Colorado River is joined by others like the Little Colorado, flowing liquid turquoise from minerals scoured from the rock. The Little Colorado’s flow remains unaltered by the dams which have changed the nature of the larger river. The celestial blue of this river is swallowed by the waters of the Colorado itself which run with sediment fed in from other side canyons. Water is king here, everything relies on it and everything is at its mercy.  Along its length, the Colorado has more dams than any other river in the world to tap the power of the water, as it surges southwest. Waterfalls spring from rock faces and produce some of the grand canyons many surprises. Some side canyons have permanent water courses providing sanctuary for many animals. The rocks surrounding these creatures have been carved into exquisite shapes by water.
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