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Natural Bridges National Monument, UT–  There is no shortage of humbling moments as one hikes through this majestic region of our country.  Each canyon provides its own variant of natural beauty in the form of sculpted rock canyons, brightly colored wild flowers, and a surprising number of curious life forms.  But some sights are so different, so take-a-look-at-that, so.....awesome, that a long stare automatically follows.  That is the situation here in this home of three large natural bridges.
Widespread knowledge of these bridges came relatively recently when a frontiersman named Cass Hite and two fellow prospectors wandered into this canyon in 1883 with their Paiute Indian guide.  Here they found these three massive sandstone bridges stretching from one side of the canyon to the other - all within a distance of only 6 miles along the White River, the architect of each.  Based on Hite's description of the bridges, there followed a progression of researchers, surveyors, and anthropologists eager to learn as much as possible about not only the bridges, but also the remnants of prior civilizations which had called this region home.
Our entry was much easier as the entire region surrounding Cedar Mesa is now a National Monument (created by Teddy Roosevelt during the last year of his Presidency in 1908). After entering the park, we stopped for information from rangers at the Visitor Center before beginning to drive the nine-mile long counter-clockwise paved road which leads to overlooks and trail heads.  After staging our vehicles in two locations we returned to the trail leading down to the highest and longest in span, Sipapu Bridge.  The trail has been upgraded to allow rather easy access to the canyon far below.   We  were able to hang onto railing to descend the steeper slick rock sections and also use three wooden ladders to negotiate the vertical drop offs.  Compared to some of the other canyons we had been hiking, this was candy.  
It is difficult to describe the majesty of these bridges.  Each was carved by the flow of the White River as it literally ate its way through a thin sandstone rock wall at a turn in its flow path.  Sipapu Bridge is now 220 feet high and spans 268 feet across the valley.  Walking under the smooth "underbelly" of one of these wonders which took hundreds of millions of years to develop is a truly unique experience. After taking a LOT of photographs, we proceeded downriver toward the "youngest" bridge, Kachina.  On the way we spotted high on the dark orange-ish canyon walls structures built by ancient Puebloans and other prehistoric people who lived here.  Our climb to this site, the Horsecollar Ruin, was not aided by railing or ladders and was somewhat dicey.  However, we eventually made it, and were immediately rewarded with close-up views of structures built and used by ancient cultures to store corn and other staples grown in the valley below.  It is difficult to imagine life in this canyon in such an unforgiving environment.  Summer temperatures are often well over 100 degrees.  Rain is infrequent and unpredictable.  There are always enemies interested in your stash of food.  Flash floods from random thunderstorms are a constant danger.   Winters bring freezing temperatures.  And yet these civilizations thrived for centuries here until mysteriously departing south for the Rio Grande Valley near Santa Fe, NM sometime during the 13th century.  Communities which had been master basket weavers and makers of colorful pottery left behind only these stone structures and a few inscriptions and images painted or inscribed on rock faces of the canyon.  It is hypothesized (based on tree rings) that a prolonged 20-year drought necessitated the move, but no one is certain.
We managed to scramble our way back down to the canyon floor and proceeded further along the river to the Kachina Bridge.  I found it to be different than Sipapu, but equally impressive.  Apparently the claim that if you have seen one natural bridge, you have seen them all, is totally inaccurate.  On our steep climb out of the canyon, we frequently paused to look back at the wonders in the valley below.  What a day!  Thank you Mr. Hite for bringing these natural wonders to our attention.
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

