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FOREWORD

Reservoirs are becoming an increasingly prominent
feature of the American landscape. Built for flood
mitigation and to change a fluctuating river into a de-
pendable source of water for irrigation, power, and
other purposes, they are predestined, like natural lakes,
to be destroyed sometime following their creation. Sed-
imentation sooner or later robs most lakes and reser-
voirs of their capacity to store water. The significance
of sedimentation in the life of Lake Mead, the largest
artificial reservoir in the world, was realized when the
plan for the reservoir was conceived, and an aerial sur-
vey of the floor was made in 1935 before the reservoir
filled with water. The survey provided a base for the
study of future sedimentation.

A casual view of the magnificent expanse of Lake
Mead in its desert environment gives no more than a
hint of the complex actions and interactions within
and near the lake that are critical in relation to the
long-term service for which the lake was impounded.
The reservoir impounds sediment, dissolved salts, and
heat as well as water. Each of these has important
effects on the usefulness of the reservoir. Accurate
appraisal of the magnitude of the impounded items is
the key to longtime successful reservoir management.
Such appraisals take the form of budgets, showing the
balance between income, outgo, and storage. The sedi-
ment budget affects the life of the reservoir, the salt
budget affects the chemical quality and usefulness of
the impounded water, and the heat budget affects evap-
oration and the water balance. This report, although
centered about the sediment budget, treats the other
items to some extent, but each in time will require

separate inquiry. The importance of evaporation al-
ready has led to a separate report on the heat budget.
These problems relate to all reservoirs; but, because
of the great size of Lake Mead, the importance and
complexity of the problems there reach major propor-
tions. The lake offers an opportunity to test and apply
principles that can be derived from study of the sedi-
ment, salt, and heat balances. For these reasons the
Bureau of Reclamation, the steward of the reservoir on
behalf of the people of the country, asked the Geological
Survey to lead a joint study by many scientists of the
diverse and complicated aspects of Lake Mead. The
resulting report is unique in its field because it repre-
sents a study by a diversified group of research scientists
trained in several different fields of research, including
oceanography, hydrology, and geology, working to-
gether on a common problem. Such pooling of talents
promises to become more common in future hydrologic
research because the results of this study have proved
the synergistic value of collaboration.

The specific results of the study are food for specula-
tion about future accumulations of sediment and the
movement of salt. We have assurances that Lake Mead
will not be filled with sediment for at least 350 years
and that it will not become a salt lake. The wealth of
information in this report undoubtedly will be useful
in the operation, not only of Lake Mead, but of many
other reservoirs already built or in prospect.

Carl G. Paulsen
Chief Hydraulic Engineer
February 1957
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PREFACE

This report on the Lake Mead comprehensive sur-
vey of 1948-49 includes a planned collection of papers
or chapters that cover fully the intensive field investi-
gations in those years, in which several agencies
participated. The technical direction of the compre-
hensive survey was by the U.S. Geological Survey, with
general supervision by C. G. Paulsen, chief of the
Water Resources Division, and R. W. Davenport, chief
of the Technical Coordination Branch of that Division.
W. B. Langbein, hydraulic engineer of the Technical
Coordination Branch, contributed importantly to the
initial conception of the comprehensive survey and ad-
vised in the general supervision. W. O. Smith, physi-
cist of the Water Resources Division, as project chief
for the Lake Mead survey was responsible for the
overall direction of the program. C. P. Vetter, as Chief
of the Office of River Control, Bureau of Reclamation,
the contracting agency, approved the general scope of
the investigations. He also assisted in the coordination
of the field activities and served as principal consultant
on reservoir engineering problems. G. B. Cummings,
Chief of the Sonar Design Branch of the Bureau of
Ships, was in charge of the activities of the Navy De-
partment and served as principal consultant with
respect to the echo-sounding and communication prob-
lems. Messrs. Smith, Vetter, and Cummings consti-
tuted a project staff representing the three agencies
principally involved in the Lake Mead survey. These
men had primary responsibility for setting the policy
of the report, determining what chapters would be in-
cluded and indicating their general scope; a large pro-
portion of their time was occupied with the project
throughout the period of the field investigations.

The project required the services of many consultants
who advised in matters pertaining to their respective
scientific specialties. Several of these men participated
in the development of plans for the survey; most of
them visited the area at various times during the sur-
vey to consult with members of the field staff. Several
of the consultants have contributed technical reports,
which appear in succeeding chapters. Consultants
within the Geological Survey included: C. S. Howard,
staff chemist, Quality of Water Branch, Water Re-
sources Division; C. B. Hunt, chief (during the in-

vestigation), General Geology Branch, Geologic
Division; H. V. Peterson, staff geologist, Technical
Coordination Branch, Water Resources Division;
R. M. Wilson, chief, Geodesy and Control Surveys
Section, Topographic Division; K. O. Emery, also
professor of geology, University of Southern Cali-
fornia; and C. R. Longwell, also professor of geology,
Yale University.

For the Bureau of Reclamation the following men
advised on specific engineering problems: J. W. Stan-
ley, of the Office of River Control; E. A. Moritz,
director of Region III; L. R. Douglas, assistant di-
rector, and C. P. Christensen, director of power of the
Boulder Canyon project.

Consultants for the Navy Department included:
Gunnar Leifson, head, and M. R. Ullom, assistant
head, of the Survey Branch, Hydrographic Office; Lt.
W. R. Brooks, U.S.N.R., and C. E. Nicholson, engineer
in the Research and Development Section, Bureau of
Ordinance; E. C. LaFond and R. W. Dietz, of the
Oceanography Section, and R. D. Russell, consultant
on geophysics—all of the Navy Electronics Laboratory
in San Diego, Calif.; and C. E. Mongan, Jr., then with
the Sonar Design Division of the Bureau of Ships,
and now physicist with the Edo Corporation.

Other consultants on the Lake Mead survey included
E. J. Parkin, mathematician of the Division of
Geodesy, for the Coast and Geodetic Survey; F. D.
Sisler, research associate of the Microbiology Division,
Scripps Institution of Oceanography, University of
California; W. C. Blaisdell, vice president of Blud-
worth Marine Division of National-Simplex-Blud-
worth, Inc.; R. P. Geddes, Jr., marine manager of
Pacific Division, Bendix Aviation Corporation; and
N. B. McLean, president of Edo Corporation.

In field operations of the Geological Survey at
Boulder City, F. C. Ames, resident engineer, and his
assistant, F. W. Kennon, were responsible for main-
tenance of vertical control, signaling at horizontal con-
trol points, drafting of control maps, layout of lines to
be sounded, and plotting of the results of soundings.
These men also computed the reservoir-area and ca-
pacity tables, using methods developed for the Lake
Mead survey by J. L. Speert, geodetic engineer, Topo-
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VI PREFACE

graphic Division. The third-order triangulation
necessary for horizontal control was done by W. P.
MclIntosh and J. P. Minta, under the supervision of
R. M. Wilson. The survey of the Lower Granite Gorge
was made by F. W. O’Bannon, chief of party, under
the supervision of L. C. Pampel. Investigations of the
geologic changes since Hoover Dam was constructed
were made by H. R. Gould, resident geologist, under
the supervision of K. O. Emery. Studies of the sedi-
ments were made by Gould, partly at the University of
Southern California. Irving Sherman assisted in the
analyses of sediments in a laboratory set up in Hoover
Dam. Chemical analyses to determine dissolved solids
in the water were made in the Geological Survey lab-
oratory at Salt Lake Clity under the direction of C. S.
Howard.

Underwater soundings were conducted by Lt. C. C.
McCall, Bureau of Ordnance, with a Navy crew of
seven petty oflicers (Chief minemen: J. M. Dickison,
J. D. M. Freitas, A. B. Holmes, H. E. Knudsen, G. B.
Labagnara, C. D. Malone, and M. L. Perez) under the
general supervision of Gunnar Leifson of the Hydro-
graphic Office. Underwater photographic investiga-
tions were also made by Lt. McCall. D. W. Pritchard
of the Navy Electronics Laboratory directed monthly
cruises on the lake for salinity and thermal surveys.
E. R. Anderson assumed active charge of these surveys
when Mr. Pritchard became associated with the Chesa-
peake Bay Institute, and he prepared the report on
physical limnology in collaboration with Mr. Pritchard.

Biological and biochemical studies of the sediment
were made under the direction of F. D. Sisler of the
Scripps Institution of Oceanography. The changes in
the earth’s crust since Hoover Dam was constructed
were determined on the basis of precise leveling by the
Coast and Geodetic Survey in 1935 and releveling in
194041 and 1949-50, under the supervision of E. J.

Parkin. Analyses of these leveling data were made by
C. R. Longwell.

Some of the papers presented herein rely to an im-
portant degree upon data obtained in other parts of the
Colorado River basin. Included in this category are
discussions of the geologic setting, by C. R. Longwell;
the drainage basin tributary to Lake Mead, by H. E.
Thomas; the water budget for Lake Mead, by W. B.
Langbein ; physical and chemical characteristics of the
inflowing water, by C. S. Howard; life of the reser-
voir, by H. E. Thomas, H. R. Gould, and W. B. Lang-
bein; and the sediment problem in reservoirs, by
Thomas Maddock, Jr.

This report in advance form (Smith, Vetter, Cum-
mings, and others, 1954), was made available to the
public in 1954 by placing it in the open files of the
Geological Survey and by reproduction by the Bureau
of Reclamation, Boulder City, Nev., for distribution
for official use and review by cooperating agencies and
others concerned. H.E. Thomas, of the Geological Sur-
vey, did the final technical editing of this report both
in its advance form and for the present publication.
The original draft of the report was assembled by W.O.
Smith. Base data obtained as part of this investiga-
tion, which will be of use for comparison with future
surveys of Lake Mead but is too detailed for inclusion
in this report, are contained in the Geological Survey
open-file report “Supplemental Base Data for Lake
Mead : Comprehensive Survey of 1948-49.” This report
was also reproduced by the Bureau of Reclamation,
Boulder City, Nev., in very limited quantity for refer-
ence work. The maps showing the bottom of Lake
Mead as determined by the survey were printed only
as overlay sheets to the Soil Conservation Service maps
of 1935. A summary of the conclusions of this investi-
gation is given in Geological Survey Circular 346,
“First Fourteen Years of Lake Mead” (Thomas, 1954).
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COMPREHENSIVE SURVEY OF SEDIMENTATION IN LAKE MEAD, 1948-49

By W. O. SmitH, C. P. Verrer, G. B. Cummings, and others

SUMMARY OF RESULTS
By W. O. SMmiTH, C. P. VETTER, and G. B. CUMMINGS

This report presents the results of studies of Lake Mead and
its environs made in 1948-49. In the hydrographic survey of
the lake, depths were measured by echo sounding. The equip-
ment operating at 50 kilocycles gave a consistent indication of
the top of the sediment, with error of less than 2 feet. The
instruments operating at 14.25 Kkilocycles produced an echo
from the sediment surface and, where the sediments were
dominantly silt and clay of moderate to high water content,
produced an echo from the bottom of the old river bed as well.
In the Boulder Basin, complete penetration of some 140 feet of
soft sediment was obtained.

Area and capacity tables, prepared on the basis of this hydro-
graphic survey, show that the total capacity of the reservoir
was reduced 4.9 percent during the first 14 years after Hoover
Dam was completed, but that the usable capacity was reduced
only 3.2 percent. Practically all this reduction was caused by
accumulation of sediment in the reservoir. Studies of inflow
and outflow indicate that the reservoir has a total storage
capacity about 12 percent greater than that shown by the area-
capacity table, because of “bank” storage (ground-water stor-
age) in the bottom and sides of the reservoir. Thus the total
capacity in 1949 was greater than the quantity shown by the
original 1935 area and capacity table, even though large quanti-
ties of sediment had been deposited in the reservoir during the
14 years.

The sediment accumulated in Lake Mead has formed two
deltas. One extends from Bridge Canyon to Hoover Dam along
the thalweg of the Colorado River; the other, of much smaller
size, extends along the inundated Virgin River channel. Most
of the sediment brought into Lake Mead is supplied by the
Colorado River and accumulates in its delta, which thickens
progressively from Bridge Canyon to Pierce Basin, where it
attains a maximum thickness of 270 feet. Topset beds make
up the surface of this part of the delta. The foreset beds that
make up the delta front in Pierce Basin dip sharply beneath
the lake surface for a distance of about 114 miles, measured
along the course of the submerged Colorado River channel.
From the foot of the delta front to Hoover Dam the slope of
the bottomset beds ranges from 9 feet per mile, between the
delta front and the mouth of Iceberg Canyon, to less than 1
foot per mile, in the southern part of Boulder Basin. The
bottomset beds in 1948 had a minimum thickness of 45 feet in
the Temple Bar area, increasing progressively to 106 feet at
the dam.

According to computations of the volume and weight of the
accumulated sediment, about 2,000 million tons was deposited
in the reservoir in 14 years; this is within 2 percent of the
amount calculated from measurements of the suspended sedi-

ment carried by the inflowing rivers. It is estimated that the
sediment capacity of the reservoir, when filled to the permanent
spillway crest, is about 75,000 million tons. This quantity is
37 times as great as the amount which occupied 4.9 percent of
the reservoir capacity in 1948-49. The prediction is based on
estimates that the sediment-storage capacity is about 25 per-
cent greater than the water-storage capacity, and that the mean
specific weight of the sediment will ultimately be nearly 50
percent greater than in 194849, owing to compaction of the
clay and silt. The sediment contributed by the Colorado River
averages about 45 percent sand and 55 percent silt and clay.
Practically all the clay and much of the silt has been trans-
ported by turbidity currents into the lowest parts of the
reservoir.

The sediment level at the dam will reach the elevation of the
lower outlet gates and the present dead-storage space will be
filled when the total accumulation becomes about seven times
as great as the amount brought into the lake from 1935 to 1948.
The water-storage capacity below the permanent spillway crest
will then be about 22 million acre-feet. This prediction is based
on certain assumptions, of which an important one concerns
reservoir operation. It is assumed that the average operating
level will be at spillway level, 35 feet higher than at present,
and on that assumption it is predicted that approximately 20
percent of the total sediment load will be deposited above the
level of the permanent spillway crest. Lower average operating
levels will reduce the proportion of sediment deposited in the
upper part of the reservoir, extend the delta front downlake,
reduce the area available for deposition of silt and clay, and
result in a more rapid rise of the sediment level at the dam.

If the sediment carried by the river in the years 1926-50
represents the long-term average rate of accumulation in Lake
Mead, it will be more than 4 centuries before the reservoir is
filled with sediment to the level of the permanent spillway crest.
The rate of sedimentation since the first year of Lake Mead
(1935) has been about 20 percent lower than this 25-year aver-
age, and if that rate continues in the future, the life of the
reservoir will be correspondingly greater. Construction of up-
stream reservoirs to capture some of the infiowing sediment, or
transportation of sediment in the outflow through Hoover Dam,
would also increase the life of the reservoir.

The total bacterial population in the sediment near the dam
was found to exceed 1 million bacteria per gram at all depths,
which is comparable with the bacterial population in raw
sewage. Near the mud surface there is a minimum of 10 million
bacteria per gram. By contrast, the water less than a foot
above the sediment surface contained only 100 bacteria per gram.
By comparison with marine and natural lake muds, the Lake
Mead sediments are unique in containing a high bacterial popu-
lation distributed uniformly throughout a deep and loosely
packed layer. Laboratory tests indicate that the abundance

1
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and activity of the microflora have contributed to the heating
of the fresh sediment layer in Lake Mead, and also that they
affect the hydrogen-ion concentration of the water in the
sediment, which in turn influences the rate of sediment
compaction.

In the first 12 years of Lake Mead, the dissolved mineral
matter in the outflowing water was significantly greater than
the average in the inflowing water, owing in part to solution
of gypsum and rock salt from the bed of the reservoir. Cur-
rently the increased dissolved solids in the outflowing water
can be accounted for almost entirely by evaporation from the
reservoir, which is about 5 to 7 percent of the annual inflow.
The water from Lake Mead is generally of better quality than
the water that was diverted from the river for irrigation prior
to regulation by Hoover Dam. because it represents an average
of the poor water of low stages and the excellent water from
melting snow. Since 1935 the concentration of dissolved solids
in the inflow has ranged from 225 to 1,720 parts per million,
but in the outflow from Lake Mead the concentration has ranged
only from 621 to 824 ppm. The ‘“alkali” problem of the areas
downstream that are irrigated with the Colorado River water
has been decreased to an appreciable extent because of this
stabilization.

Oceanographic techniques were utilized to establish the gen-
eral features of the circulation in Lake Mead. Analysis of
the data collected during 12 monthly cruises on Lake Mead
indicates a distinct and orderly cyclic progression in the dis-
tribution of properties and in the implied circulation, which
can be related to the seasonal changes of weather and river
inflow.

The changes in elevation measured by precise leveling since
1935 indicate that the weight of water and sediment in the
reservoir has caused some subsidence, and that there has also
been an extensive tilting subsidence involving the entire lake
basin and extending tens of miles farther south. The amount
of lowering of bench marks around the reservoir, calculated
with respect to a bench mark at Cane Springs, Nev., has been

relatively small. Hoover Dam was lowered about 0.4 foot
between 1935 and 1950, and bench marks along the shores of
the Boulder and Virgin Basins of the lake (which have 60
percent of the reservoir storage capacity) have been lowered
as much as 0.6 foot. On the other hand, bench marks near
the Overton Arm and east of Virgin Canyon have not dropped
as much as those near the dam. It is concluded that the differ-
ential subsidence has not changed the reservoir capacity
appreciably.

Since 1941 there has been more subsidence at the dam than
at any of the six locations—where the level net provides data
as to elevations—near the shore of the reservoir. The level-
ing operation of 1941 was performed while the reservoir was
filled nearly to capacity, and the differential rise at these six
locations by 1950 may be an indication of elastic rebound with
reduced load.

Lake Mead had a noteworthy predecessor in the geologic past.
The Colorado River was dammed during the Pleistocene epoch,
forming a lake that was deeper and more extensive than
Lake Mead, in which there was delta deposition similar
to that which has begun since the completion of Hoover Dam.
The lower part of the Chemehuevi formation (deposited in that
lake) consists chiefiy of banded clay, presumably deposited as
bottomset beds in a deep lake. This clay is thin in Iceberg
Canyon and thicker downstream ; extensive remnants occur near
Davis Dam, about 60 miles below Hoover Dam. Sand overlies
the clay, and composes most of the thickness of the formation
in upstream areas. The upper part of the formation con-
sists of river gravel and cobbles, presumably deposited after
the lake was filled with fine sediment. Some of these gravels
are about 300 feet above the high-water level of Lake Mead.
The cobbles in the upper part of the Chemehuevi formation
were transported by a larger and more powerful stream than
the present Colorado River, which apparently carries nothing
coarser than fine gravel into the deltaic fill in the Lower
Granite Gorge.



A. THE LAKE MEAD PROBLEM

By C. P. VerTER, U.S. Bureau of Reclamation

Lake Mead is the reservoir formed by the construc-
tion of Hoover Dam in Black Canyon of the Colorado
River, about 30 miles east of Las Vegas, Nev. The
lake covers parts of southern Nevada and northwest-
ern Arizona (fig. 1.) At Hoover Dam, the Colorado
River constitutes the boundary between the States of
Arizona and Nevada; upstream from the dam, the res-
ervoir inundates about 70 miles of this boundary.
Visitors to Hoover Ham, who number more than 400,000
annually, doubtless agree that here is a modern miracle
of science and engineering. Perhaps relatively few
realize that Hoover Dam is a pioneering project among
large dams, and that Lake Mead is correspondingly
the first of the very large reservoirs. Construction of
Hoover Dam was authorized by Congress in 1928, and
major construction began on March 11, 1931. The by-
pass gates were closed on February 1, 1935, and Lake
Mead began to form.

For the Bureau of Reclamation, this date marked
the end of the period when planning, design, and
construction at the dam were the dominant activities
related to the reservoir, and the beginning of a period
when operation and maintenance were the chief func-
tions. Whereas most projects include diversion works
for irrigation or other uses, the water released at
Hoover Dam is not immediately used for such purposes,
but it continues down the mnatural river channel to
lower dams and diversion works. The only use of water
near Hoover Dam is for power generation, and the
only other diversions from the reservoir are by pump-
ing directly from the lake, for use in the communi-
ties of Henderson and Boulder City.

Downstream from Hoover Dam six other dams con-
trol the Colorado River. Of these, Davis Dam forms
Lake Mohave with a usable capacity of 1,810,000 acre-
feet, and Parker Dam forms Havasu Lake, capable of
holding 688,000 acre-feet ; the others are diversion dams
that provide no effective storage. All are dependent
upon Hoover Dam for regulation of the river. It is
essential, therefore, that the river below the dam be
controlled by coordinating the operations of the con-
trol structures and rectifying and maintaining the river
channel between structures.

These operational and physical control activities on
the Colorado River are the responsibility of the Bu-
reau of Reclamation and the charge of the Office of
River Control (redesignated “Regional River Control
Division™ in 1954) in Boulder City, Nev. Although
the principal duties of that office are operation and
construction, the need for investigations of various na-
tures to provide data for its other activities was rec-
ognized by Congress in the basic legislation under
which the office operates. This authorization for the
Office of River Control to sponsor investigations con-
stituted the justification for the initiation of the sedi-
ment investigations on Lake Mead.

When Hoover Dam was designed and constructed,
some allowance was made for sediment accumulation
in the deepest portion of the reservoir. This sediment-
storage space is located entirely below the sills of the
lowest outlet gates, which are at an elevation of 895
feet, and at the time of closure of the dam amounted
to 3,223,000 acre-feet. Any accumulation of sediment
in the reservoir at elevations above the lowest outlet
gates reduces the usable storage space of the reservoir
and thereby its capacity for regulating the flow of the
Colorado River. It was realized from the beginning
that no means were available for assuring that sedi-
ment would accumulate first in the designated storage
space. But at the time reliable knowledge of the move-
ment of sediment-laden water within a large storage
reservoir was practically nonexistent.

The amount of the sediment load entering the lake
was known, in tons per day or year. Since 1926, ex-
cept. for a short interruption during the war, the Geo-
logical Survey has obtained suspended-sediment sam-
ples from the Colorado River in Grand Canyon above
the mouth of Bright Angel Creek (265 miles upstream
from Hoover Dam). Since September 1, 1947, the
Survey has also collected sediment samples from the
Virgin River. These two rivers carry the great bulk
of the sediment that reaches Lake Mead. At times of
cloudbursts, sediment may enter at many points by
way of the numerous washes that terminate in the
lake, but the total quantity received from these small
tributaries over an extended period of time is a small
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THE LAKE MEAD PROBLEM 5

proportion of the load entering from the two main
sources, despite the fact that the rate of inflow may be
high while a cloudburst lasts. Fairly reliable informa-
tion is available, therefore, as to the total weight and
composition of sediment entering the lake during any
given period. No detailed information, however, was
available prior to the 194849 survey as to the distri-
bution of this sediment within the reservoir, or the
space actually occupied by the sediment.

During the first year of operation of Lake Mead
it, was established that at certain times muddy subsur-
face flows moved the entire length of the reservoir,
eventually reaching Hoover Dam. Accordingly, in
1937 the National Research Council established a Com-
mittee on Density Currents, which in turn appointed
a Subcommittee on Density Currents in Lake Mead.
In response to a request from the subcommittee and
under its auspices, the Bureau of Reclamation conducted
an investigation of the flow of density currents within
Lake Mead, beginning in 1938. The results of the
investigation are given in reports of the subcommittee
entitled “Lake Mead Density Currents Investigations™
(National Research Council, 1949). The approximate
velocity and density of these currents were established,
and large accumulations of fine silt and clay were found
along the entire length of the original river channel,
reaching a maximum thickness at the dam. At the same
time it was disclosed that, in addition to the material
carried far into the reservoir by density currents, large
volumes of coarser material were accumulating in the
upper reaches of the reservoir, where the muddy flow
enters. The fact that silt and clay in large quantities
were being moved great distances into Lake Mead gave
additional impetus to the desire for an early survey
of the sediment distribution throughout the entire lake.

At the same time another problem arose. The water
entering Lake Mead carries large quantities of dis-
solved solids; water released through the Hoover Dam
powerplant and outlet valves carries dissolved solids
away from the lake. From the time the lake was first
filled, careful accounts have been kept of the amount
of dissolved solids that entered the lake and the amount
that left the lake. The difference between these two
quantities should represent solids still present in the
lake. This theoretical concentration was soon found
to be much less than the actual concentration estab-
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lished by frequent sampling of the lake water. The
only explanation would seem to be that soluble mate-
rials along the lake's bottom or shores were being dis-
solved. Since the Lake Mead water is used for both
domestic and agricultural purposes, it is obviously of
the greatest importance to watch closely the salinity
of the lake to insure that, so far as can be controlled
by selective operation of the outlet gates, water of the
best possible quality be made available to downstream
users. Thus, there was need for a survey of the dis-
solved solids in the lake.

During World War II it was not practical to secure
personnel and equipment to conduct such large-scale
investigations as a civilian project, but as soon as per-
sonnel and equipment became available again, the need
for thorough sedimentation and salinity surveys of
Lake Mead was again given consideration. It was
recognized that the services of many specialists would
be needed for the satisfactory execution of such a proj-
ect, and that not all the required experts were available
within the Bureau of Reclamation or even within the
Department of the Interior. After some preliminary
negotiations, a meeting was held in Boulder City, Nev.,
in September 1947, attended by representatives of the
Departments of the Interior, Navy, and Commerce, at
which a tentative program was outlined. It was pro-
posed that the Office of River Control should have gen-
eral responsibility for the work for the Bureau of
Reclamation, and that execution of the necessary tech-
nical program should be by the Water Resources Divi-
sion of the Geological Survey. The plan was approved
by the Secretaries of the Interior and Navy in October
1947. Shortly thereafter the Geological Survey and
the Navy had their respective crews on the lake and
work was in full swing.

It is noteworthy that in this undertaking many Fed-
eral and some private agencies worked together effi-
ciently and harmoniously to bring the work to successful
completion. The many important results of the Lake
Mead investigations are outlined in the succeeding
pages.
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B. ORGANIZATION OF THE WORK AND EQUIPMENT

By W. O. Smrrs, U.S. Geological Survey

The purpose of the field operations at Lake Mead
during 1948-49 was the collection of basic data which,
in conjunction with pertinent data collected at other
times or at other places within the drainage basin,
would permit analysis of the effects of the development
of this huge reservoir. The survey program included:
(1) mapping of the bottom of the reservoir; (2) com-
putation of reservoir area and capacity tables; (3) de-
termination of the extent and distribution of the bottom
sediments and their physical and chemical properties;
(4) determination of salinity and thermal character-
istics of the lake waters; and (5) precise leveling to
determine changes since 1935 in elevations of stations
in the Hoover Dam level net.

Field headquarters for the survey were maintained
at Boulder ('ity in space provided by the Bureau of
Reclamation. The shop and supply facilities of the
Bureau were used extensively in connection with many
phases of the project, and laboratory space was pro-
vided by the Bureau in the powerhouse at the dam.
Extensive assistance in both service and use of heavy
equipment was also provided by the Bureau of
Reclamation.

MAPPING THE BOTTOM OF THE RESERVOIR

The reservoir formed by Hoover Dam includes a
main body of deep water and a narrow, seasonal exten-
sion up the Lower Granite Gorge of the Colorado
River. Most of the bottom of the main body has been
inundated continuously since the first filling of the
reservoir; but the bottom of the extension is covered
by shallow water only when the lake is at its highest
stage, and at other times consists only of the channel
that carries the inflowing river water, and bordering
areas that are above water level. Because of the con-
trasting characteristics of these two parts of the reser-
volr, two groups were organized for the mapping of the
bottom : the one in the lake, employing echo-sounding
techniques and equipment with locations fixed by sex-
tant observations, and the other along the river, using
lead-line sounding and land-survey methods and
equipment.

The mapping of the bottom of the lake required the
establishment of horizontal and vertical control, and

a comprehensive system of soundings. The horizontal
control used for the 1935 survey of the reservoir site
by the Soil Conservation Service was reviewed, a new
network of control stations was established, and shore
signals were erected for the new survey.

The new control stations were established in 194748
by a triangulation party that was in the field for about
a year, working ahead of the other parties involved in
the hydrographic survey. Equipment included what
was necessary to execute third-order triangulation, ma-
terials and tools for the installation of more than 300
permanent station markers, an automobile for overland
transportation, and a boat suitable for transportation
on the lake from Boulder City to the shoreline control
stations, most of which were inaccessible except by boat.
Camping equipment and supplies sufficient for periods
of a week to 10 days were also required.

For the erection of shore signals a three- to four-man
party was required intermittently throughout the sur-
vey. This crew was also responsible for establishment of
auxiliary control stations as needed, and for transit ob-
servations of boat positions when necessary. The signal
party consisted of one or two engineers, and two sub-
professional helpers. Equipment included a car for
overland transportation, a boat suitable for transporta-
tion around the lake, transits for observation of signal
and boat positions, and the materials and tools neces-
sary for the erection and maintenance of the shore
signals.

Vertical control required installation and mainte-
nance of several water-stage recorders, the leveling
necessary to tie in certain of these gages to the Cloast and
Geodetic Survey precise level net, and the determination
of daily lake elevations for conversion of soundings to
bottom elevations. This work required a three- to
four-man party intermittently throughout the survey.
Equipment requirements were the same as for the signal
party, with the addition of the water-stage recorders
and the stilling wells and shelters necessary for simul-
taneous operation of five gages.

The sounding operations involved a comprehensive
system of sounding lines covering the entire lake, oper-
ated by a trained party of seven men. This work was
done by Navy personnel.
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A 38-foot picket boat, modified to accommodate the
sounding equipment and the operating crew, was used as
the sound boat. The cabin was enlarged by removing
the after bulkhead and mounting the recorders so as to
leave room for a recording table and the sound observer.
A platform was built above the cabin and engine com-
partment to provide space for the plotter, recorder, boat

officer, and three anglemen. Hydrographic equipment -

necessary to the navigation of the sound boat along
designated range lines or courses included sextants, pro-
tractors, sounding clock, compass, ete. Several types of
echo-sounding equipment were used in the survey of the
lake. The NJ-8 depth recorder equipment and the NK-
6 portable depth recorder equipment, developed for the
Navy Department by the Bludworth Marine Division of
National-Simplex-Bludworth, Inc., used a frequency of
14.25 ke for the tramsmission of sound through the
water, and could be operated in a depth range of 2 to
1,200 feet. The NGB-3 depth-recording equipment,
developed for the Navy Department by the Pacific
Division, Bendix Aviation Corp., operated at a fre-
quency of 50 ke and could record depths between 214
and 300 feet.

During the course of operations in Boulder Basin it
was possible to base all field parties at Boulder City.
For operations in other areas it was necessary to provide
facilities for the parties in the field for periods of a
week to 10 days. A floating base was formed by a 21-
by 105-foot barge, constructed from 5- by 7-foot steel
pontoons. Its facilities included a combined galley and
mess room, bunk space for 16 men, a small office, and a
small workshop. The barge wasself propelled, and was
provided with gasoline winches for handling anchor,
derrick, and core-sampling equipment, and with motor
generator units for obtaining electric power and lights.
A twin-engine 45-foot picket boat furnished transporta-
tion to the barge from Boulder City or the nearest access
road ; a landing craft (LCVP) transported supplies and
equipment; and a second self-propelled steel barge,
about 35 by 14 feet in size, housed fuel-storage tanks.
Three 24-foot plane-personnel boats were used for the
topographic work and for the geologic and general
limnologic investigations.

Preparation of charts and maps, for use in the sound-
ing operations and the final plotting of field data, re-
quired the full-time services of an engineer-draftsman,
part-time services of a second draftsman, and a con-
siderable proportion of the time of two engineers.
Determination of contour areas and preparation of area
and capacity tables for the lake required part-time
services of one engineer and two subprofessional
assistants.

1948-49

The field party for the survey of Lower Granite Gorge
also had a floating base of operations: a barge built of
four aluminum pontoons and decked over by a 20- by
50-foot floor. Tents were pitched over 18- by 20-foot
frames at each end of the barge, for use respectively
as sleeping quarters and kitchen for the working crew.
The barge was assembled and equipped at the boat
landing near Boulder City and then was towed to its
first position in Granite Gorge, about 5 miles below
Bridge Canyon. As the survey progressed downstream
the barge was moved several miles at a time to the best
available location.

Other floating equipment used on the river survey
included a Higgins 29-foot inboard-motorboat for
transporting men and supplies from Pierce Ferry to the
floating base of operations; a Penn Yan 18-foot in-
board-motorboat, with sounding equipment mounted in
the bow, for making underwater cross sections; a 16-
foot air boat, powered by a 135-horsepower aircooled
engine; and two outboard-motorboats, used as work
boats by the survey crew.

DETERMINING THE CHARACTER OF SEDIMENTS

The determination of the chemical and physical prop-
erties of sediments deposited in Lake Mead required
numerous samples, obtained by both surface sampling
and core sampling. The locations for sampling were
selected, preliminary examinations made, and samples
preserved by the resident geologist, H. R. Gould, with
assistance of other members of the field staff as
required.

Most of the core samples were taken with a gravity-
type sampler similar to those used in oceanographic
work. The manipulation of this core sampler required
a crew of about six men; it was performed by the Navy
party under direction of Lt. C. C. McCall. Sampling
was done from the large pontoon barge, which was
provided with winches and a derrick for handling the
heavy equipment, and which had sufficient space for
assembly and removal of cores.

Early in 1949 a piston-type core sampler was de-
veloped by W. O. Smith after Kullenberg’s design
(1947) and constructed for use in Lake Mead. This
sampler provided samples of greater length, and more
nearly approaching undisturbed conditions, than sam-
ples obtained with the gravity-core sampler. Piston-
core samples were collected and analyzed under the
supervision of W. O. Smith, assisted by all personnel
on the project except the topographic party. The full
Navy crew was needed for handling the equipment.

A laboratory was set up in Hoover Dam for making
analyses of the samples, including determinations of
the percent of sediment by dry weight, weight of
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sediment per unit volume of sample, grain densities,
and mechanical (particle-size) analyses. Equipment
included a large assortment of laboratory apparatus
suitable for making the above analyses on a large
number of samples.

Photographs were made of the sediment surface,
other bottom features, and certain engineering struc-
tures, using underwater cameras and the necessary gear
for operating them in water as deep as 450 feet.

Early in the investigation it was learned that the
temperatures of the bottom sediments, particularly in
the vicinity of Hoover Dam, were considerably higher
than those of the water near the bottom of the lake.
To determine the cause of the high temperatures, a
study of the bacteriology and biochemistry of the
bottom sediments was made. Samples were collected
from a 100-foot vertical section of the sediments near
the dam; they were analyzed in the laboratories of the
Scripps Institution at La Jolla, Calif.

For measuring the temperatures of the bottom sedi-
ments, a mud bathythermograph was designed and
constructed by the Navy Electronics Laboratory. This
instrument was patterned after the conventional bathy-
thermograph but modified by the addition of a pointed
nose, weighted so as to penetrate the sediment to con-
siderable depth, and by relocation of the temperature-
measuring capillary tubing to reduce hysteresis caused
by mud clinging to the instrument.

MEASURING THE SALINITY AND THERMAL CHARACTER-
ISTICS OF THE LAKE WATER

Surveys of the salinity and thermal characteristics
of the lake were made by the Navy Electronics Lab-
oratory. Personnel of the Oceanographic Section
made 12 monthly cruises beginning in February 1948
for field observations and collection of samples. The
water samples collected during the cruises were ana-
lyzed in the Salt Lake City laboratory of the Geological
Survey.

PRECISE LEVELING

The Coast and Geodetic Survey ran precise levels
to stations of the Hoover Dam level net in three dif-
ferent periods, in order to ascertain the extent of de-
formation of the earth’s crust resulting from the im-
pounded water in Lake Mead. ILevels were run in
1935, when the reservoir had just begun to fill; in
194041, when the reservoir held about 85 percent of
its capacity; and in 1949-50, when the reservoir stor-
age ranged from 60 to 70 percent of capacity.

The topographic and hydrographic work of the 1948~
49 survey is based upon the primary leveling of 1935,
and no adjustments have been made for changes doc-

umented by the releveling of subsequent years. The
effects of crustal deformation since 1935 upon the ca-
pacity of Lake Mead must therefore be evaluated
separately.

COMMENTS ON OPERATIONS

On the whole, the operations progressed as outlined
at the initial conferences except for delays caused by
adverse weather, principally strong winds. Past rec-
ords of wind movement and information from local
boatmen indicated that strong winds were infrequent
except during March, and it was thought during initial
planning that field operations would be possible fully
95 percent of the time. Actually strong winds oc-
curred very frequently throughout the spring and sum-
mer of 1948. Records at Boulder City indicated a total
wind movement well above the average from January
to August, except in June, when it was about average.
In fact, monthly totals of wind movement for Febru-
ary through May were higher than any recorded in
the preceding 5-year period, and movement in March
and April was 140 percent of average.

As a result, sounding and sampling operations were
possible only about two-thirds of the time in the first
6 months of the survey. Strong winds hampered the
triangulation work to a lesser extent, but they caused
considerable discomfort and annoyance and made
maintenance of shore signals more difficult than had
been anticipated. The work of the water-sampling
crew was occasionally delayed and frequently rendered
difficult by wind and wave action.

Although wind was a frequent source of delay and
annoyance, there were periods when gentle winds or
calm prevailed. However, from about the middle of
May until the middle of September, the heat and glare
enervated the men and added to the difficulties of
sounding and triangulation. Visibility of shore sig-
nals and triangulation flags was so poor in midday
that triangulation and sounding crews could work only
during the early forenoon and late afternoon. Other
delays were occasioned by difficulties with sounding
equipment and boats, but these were not excessive, fall-
ing in the range of normal operational difficulties.

The personnel that were based on the pontoon barge
were fortunate in comparison with those of the tri-
angulation party or the parties that made monthly
cruises on the lake and made shore camps each night.
Camping operations at all seasons and in all kinds of
weather proved quite unsatisfactory and consumed dis-
proportionately large amounts of time of the technical
personnel. For any future operation of a similar na-
ture on Lake Mead or in similar primitive environ-
ments, it would be very desirable to provide a boat
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sufficiently large to permit a crew of 4 or 5 men to live
aboard for 1- to 2-week periods.

COMMUNICATION FACILITIES

By Lt. C. C. McCarr, USN

Radio communications were necessary for effective
operation both in midlake and along the shore, because
the lake was almost entirely inaccessible by roads. The
survey covered a lake area of about 200 square miles,
of which only Boulder Basin could be surveyed from
Boulder City. Through radio communication, weather
reports were received and transmitted daily, equip-
ment and stores were ordered in advance, and con-
tact was available with personnel based in Boulder
City. Radio communications among the small boats
engaged in the hydrographic surveying, sampling,
erecting signals, and topographic surveying were es-
sential in the surveying operations and also insured
against delay or disaster in the event of breakdown or
trouble that might otherwise maroon them in some
remote part of the lake.

The Department of the Interior was assigned a
frequency for the Lake Mead operations by the Inter-
departmental Radio Advisory Committee. Arrange-
ments for use of certain radio frequencies were made
with the Secretary of the Federal Communication
Commission. A nongovernment frequency, assigned
to the Department of Water and Power, City of Los
Angeles, was also used on a temporary sharing basis
during the course of the survey. The Department of
Water and Power and the staff of its radio station
KIKH at Boulder City generously lent assistance at
all times throughout the survey.

The transmitter selected for installation on the barge
was operated by the 115-volt a-¢c power supply from
two gasoline-driven generators installed on the barge
for electrical power. Portable radio transmitting and
receiving sets were installed in the small boats engaged
in various phases of the work connected with the sur-

vey. The effective range of these sets was about 15
miles while operating on Lake Mead, but both the
range and reception were variable, depending on the
location of the boat in the lake and on climatic con-
ditions. Boulder City stations were unable to com-
municate with the small boats after they had passed
through Boulder Canyon into the Virgin Basin, and
the radios were used chiefly in the Boulder Basin or
within the vicinity of the barge. The 45-foot picket
boat was equipped with a permanently installed radio
receiving and transmitting set that had a greater range
than the portable sets installed on the other boats.

Six portable radio transmitting and receiving sets
were used during the surveys of bays and inlets too
small to set up signals for sounding with the regular
sound boat. These sets were effective within a 4-mile
radius and were far superior to “hand flag” signals in
surveying by the transit method, which requires that
the survey boat be kept on course by continuous ob-
servations from two points and that these observations
be transmitted continuously to the boat.

The radio equipment used on the boats and barge in
the Lake Mead survey was furnished by the Bureau of
Ships, Navy Department, and responsibility for its
installation and maintenance was assigned to the Elec-
tronics Section of the Long Beach Naval Shipyard.
After the original installation, however, the equipment
was operated and maintained by two of the chief petty
officers assigned to the survey crew.

In the lower Granite Gorge two-way radio communi-
cation was maintained between the barge and the
Bureau of Reclamation’s Office of River Control in
Boulder City. The radios were operated on regular
morning and afternoon schedules, with the Boulder
City station on a standby basis during office hours so
that contact could be made in case of emergency on
the job in the canyon.
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C. GEOLOGIC SETTING OF LAKE MEAD

By C. R. Lo~vewEeLL, Yale University

LOCATION AND TOPOGRAPHY

The Colorado River emerges abruptly at the Grand
Wash Cliffs in northwestern Arizona from the deep
canyon it has cut into the tabular blocks of the Colo-
rado Plateaus, and continues on a tortuous but
generally westward course for nearly 50 miles (straight-
line distance) into the Basin and Range province (fig.
2). 'There it turns sharply southward and enters Black
Canyon, where Hoover Dam now impounds the water
to form Lake Mead. The lake occupies the 80-nile
stretch of the river valley between the dam and the
mouth of the Grand Canyon. Initially it reached
nearly 40 miles farther eastward, between the can-
yon walls; but sediments brought in by the stream
have displaced the lake water within that narrow space.
West of the Grand Wash Cliffs, several arms of the
lake reach to varying distances up tributary valleys.
The longest branch, in the Virgin River valley, extends
more than 30 miles north from the main body of the
reservoir.

From the mouth of Grand Canyon the Grand Wash
Cliffs, rising like steep giant stairs to heights 5,000 or
more feet above their base, extend far northward and
southeastward, marking the abrupt western edge of
the Colorado Plateaus. Between the cliffs and Hoover
Dam the major topographic features are mountain
ridges that trend generally north, and intervening wide
basins whose floors have low relief. From east to west
these major units are the Grand Wash trough, which
includes Gregg Basin, Iceberg Canyon, Grand Bay,
and Pierce Basin of Lake Mead ; the Virgin Mountains,
traversed by Virgin Canyon of Lake Mead ; the Virgin-
Detrital trough, which includes Virgin Basin and
Overton Arm of Lake Mead; the Black Mountains,
traversed by Boulder Canyon of Lake Mead; and
the Callville Basin, in which is located Boulder Basin
of Lake Mead (pl. 1). The Colorado River has cut
deep canyons through the resistant mountain ridges,
whereas in the adjacent basins the river valley is com-
paratively wide and low walled. Accordingly, the
main body of Lake Mead consists of alternating narrow
and wider segments.

The Grand Wash Cliffs form the highest and steep-
est topography adjacent to the lake. To the west, high
points of the Virgin Mountains rise more than 3,000
feet above the lake, but the river valley is cut through
low parts of the range, where it forms canyons only a
few hundred feet deep. The head of Boulder Canyon,
at the east front of the Black Mountains, has abrupt
walls that reach 1,500 feet above the lake, but farther
west the slopes adjoining this canyon have more
moderate relief. Black Canyon has abrupt walls
that reached nearly 900 feet above the river, but
less than half of that height is seen from the surface of
the lake. In the wide intermont basins the slopes
toward the lake are in general no more than 300 feet
per mile.

Besides the Colorado River, two perennial streams—
the Virgin River and Muddy Creek—flow into Lake
Mead. All other tributary valleys are normally dry and
furnish runoff only at times of exceptional storms.

STRATIGRAPHY

Bedrock in the area near the lake is highly varied in
kind and in mode of origin (pl. 1). Rock materials of
the highlands are in general older and more resistant
than those flooring the basins. In fact, a considerable
part of the material exposed in the basins consists of
detritus that was eroded from the highlands and is still
either unconsolidated or only moderately lithified. In
general these younger deposits are inconspicuous, for
either they are covered by the lake water or they under-
lie slopes and low hills bordering much of the lake shore.
However, because of their close association with the
lake, these weak deposits are more important to the
present study than the older and generally more resist-
ant rock units, which form most of the conspicuous
cliffs and ridges in the area.

PRECAMBRIAN ROCKS

The oldest bedrock consists of banded and micaceous
metamorphic rocks (gneisses and schists), injected and
locally engulfed by granite and related igneous rock.
In large part both the metamorphic and the granitic
rocks are of Precambrian age; at many localities they

11
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FI1GURE 2.—Major physiographic features of the Lake Mead region.

lie beneath Cambrian strata with depositional contact.
The complex Precambrian basement was well exposed
in the lower part of the Grand Canyon before the reser-
voir was filled (Longwell, 1936), and it appears at the
base of the Grand Wash Cliffs several miles south of the
lake. In the southern block of the Virgin Mountains
the old crystalline rocks are exposed continuously over
a wide area. Along the eastern side of this block, west
and northwest of Iceberg Canyon, the crystalline rocks
pass beneath steeply tilted Cambrian beds. Since the
basal sandstone and conglomerate of Cambrian age con-

tain fragments derived from the underlying crystalline
rocks, these rocks must have been formed and laid bare
by erosion before the Cambrian seas spread over the
region.

In the Black Mountains, Cambrian strata have not
been found in normal contact with the older crystalline
rocks, although on the south side of Boulder Canyon a
large block containing Cambrian beds has been faulted
down against granite and gneiss. South and east of
the lake, the high part of the range consists chiefly of
gneiss, schist, and granitic rocks that can be considered
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with confidence to be Precambrian in age, for they have
all characteristics of the basement complex in the Vir-
gin Mountains and the Grand Wash Cliffs. Cambrian
and younger strata that must have covered the meta-
morphic and granitic rocks of the Black Mountains have
been removed by erosion, except in the downfaulted
block near Boulder Canyon. The Precambrian com-
plex has been intruded by masses of younger igneous
rock, but the intrusives have not been differentiated on
plate 1. In addition to gramitic rocks, bodies of gray
monzonite, locally brown or reddish from alteration,
are exposed over large areas south of Lake Mead, and
on the western flank of the Black Mountains between
Boulder and Black Canyons. These intrusive bodies
are not older than Cretaceous and may be as young as
early Cenozoic.

PALEOZOIC AND MESOZOIC ROCKS

North of the Colorado River, essentially the full
thickness of Paleozoic strata, more than 5,000 feet, is
exposed in the Grand Wash Cliffs. These strata con-
sist chiefly of marine limestone and dolomite. The basal
unit, which lies unconformably on Precambrian meta-
morphic and igneous rocks, consists of crossbedded
coarse-grained sandstone 200 to 300 feet thick. Above
this unit is a persistent section, several hundred feet
thick, of greenish shale intermixed with sandy beds and
grading upward into mottled and gray limestone. Ma-
rine fossils found in this section date the basal part as
Early Cambrian, the upper shales and a considerable
thickness of overlying limestone as Middle Cambrian,
and higher limestone as Late Cambrian. Fossils at
still higher levels in the towering cliffs identify rocks
of Devonian and Carboniferous age. The Carbonifer-
ous rocks, which include strata of resistant sandstone
as well as limestone, cap the lower Grand Wash Cliff at
an altitude more than 3,000 feet above the lake.

Red sandstone and shale in the lower part of the Per-
mian system are comparatively weak; they have been
eroded back from the summit of the lower cliff, forming
a platform 2 miles or more in width. The wide bench
extends to the upper Grand Wash Cliff, which is capped
by the Kaibab limestone (fig. 3). The red beds of Per-
mian age are nonmarine, at least in part, for they con-
tain fossils of land plants. The sand, silt, and clay that
make up the red beds probably were deposited on flood
plains and in wide deltas bordering the Permian sea.
The later advance far inland is revealed by the Kaibab

limestone, which carries a profusion of fossil marine
shells.
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The stratified formations exposed in the Grand Wash
Cliffs correspond closely to the rock units that form the
walls of the Grand Canyon at El Tovar and Bright
Angel Creek (Noble, 1922),.150 miles farther east.
However, there is gradual thickening westward in the
Plateaus, and at the Grand Wash Cliffs the total Paleo-
zoic section is about 1,500 feet thicker than at the classi-
cal localities farther east. Rocks of Paleozoic age
underlie some areas west of the Grand Wash Cliffs
also, but they are everywhere steeply inclined, in con-
trast to the nearly horizontal attitude in the walls of
the Grand Canyon.

Farther north in the Grand Wash trough, and also
on both sides of Overton Arm of Lake Mead, rocks of
Mesozoic age are exposed over considerable areas. The
best of these exposures is in the Valley of Fire, several
miles southwest of Muddy Creek. Triassic and Jurassic
strata, made up largely of shale and sandstone, are
strongly colored, like the corresponding units on the
Plateaus. The Moenkopi formation, of Early and Mid-
dle(?) Triassic age, consists of several hundred feet
of thin-bedded limestone, shale, sandstone, and gypsum,
overlain by a like thickness of brownish and reddish
shale and sandstone. At the base of the Upper Triassic
section are conglomerate and coarse sandstone, in which
are many fossil tree trunks. This unit, typical of the
Shinarump member of the Chinle formation, grades
upward into the varicolored shales and sandstones of
the Chinle formation, the upper part of which includes
thick beds of gypsum. Above lies the Aztec sandstone
of Jurassic(?) age, which normally is brick red, al-
though locally chemical action has changed or even
removed the color. The Aztec, 2,500 or more feet thick,
is strikingly similar to the Navajo sandstone of Zion
National Park, in southwestern Utah.

Strata of C(retaceous age are exposed over an
area of several square miles about 5 miles southwest of
Muddy Creek. These beds, which consist of sandstone,
conglomerate, and shale, with some volcanic ash, are
more than 3,500 feet thick. A conglomerate at the base
contains cobbles and boulders derived from several
older formations, evidence that deformation had
brought a thick section of pre-Cretaceous rocks up into
the zone of erosion (Longwell, 1949). Although strata
definitely dated as Cretaceous have not been reported
from any other locality near Lake Mead, a thick section
north of Las Vegas Wash and only a few miles north-
west of Callville Basin is probably of Cretaceous age.
The beds at that locality consist of conglomerate, red-
dish-brown sandstone and siltstone, and fresh-water
limestone. A conglomerate at the base contains cob-
bles and boulders of all earlier units, down to and in-
cluding the Precambrian.

CRETACEOUS(?) AND EARLY CENOZOIC(?) ROCKS
OVERTON FANGLOMERATE

Adjacent to the Virgin and Muddy Mountains and
extending into the hilly area northwest of Callville
Basin, a thick section of deposits ranging in character
from coarse conglomerate to limestone rests discord-
antly on Cretaceous and older deposits. In the north-
ern part of the Muddy Mountains, the basal portion of
the younger section consists of coarse debris that was
laid down in alluvial fans on the flank of a rising
mountain ridge. It is known as the Overton fanglom-
erate of Cretaceous(?) or Tertiary(?) age. The de-
posit, locally more than 2,000 feet thick, contains many
individual blocks of limestone 20 or more feet in diam-
eter, and exceptional masses hundreds of feet long.
A high ridge southwest of Muddy Creek, cut through
by several small tributary streams, affords ex-
cellent exposures of the formation in its entire thick-
ness. The persistent coarseness of the debris making
up the deposit, from base to top, indicates that high
relief was maintained through the period of accumu-
lation. Considerable thicknesses of gray volcanic ash
are evidence of volcanic activity.

HORSE SPRING FORMATION

Above the Overton fanglomerate are beds of fine
sand and silt, grading upward into a thick section of
thin-bedded limestone and soft white dolomite that are
interbedded locally with gypsum, magnesite, borate
minerals, and other materials, some of them unusual
in sedimentary sequences. This assemblage is known
as the Horse Spring formation of possible Tertiary
age. The limestone layers contain many nodules and
lenses of silica, some of which are opalescent. Beds of
white voleanic ash and flows of dark lava occur at sev-
eral horizons in the section. Much of the limestone has
the open porosity characteristic of travertine, with al-
gallike patterns of concentric laminae. Many features
of the section, including its content of chemical precipi-
tates such as borate minerals, strongly indicate depo-
sition in lake waters. Rather abrupt lateral changes
in the character of deposits suggest a chain of lakes
with shifting boundaries. Although the formation has
been severely deformed and locally removed by erosion,
large outcrops distributed from the east flank of the
Virgin Mountains southwestward to the vicinity of Las
Vegas Wash indicate that the deposits initially covered
a wide area. The thickest exposed sections are on the
flanks of the Muddy Mountains, in a belt north and
west of Bitter Spring Valley (pl. 1A). Steeply tilted
limestone of the formation contains the large borate
deposits at. the West End mine, several miles north of
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Lake Mead in Callville Basin. Smaller deposits of
borates have been found north of Bitter Spring Valley.

MIDDLE AND LATE CENOZOIC ROCKS
MUDDY CREEK FORMATION

The most extensive of the sedimentary beds that
floor the wide intermont basins are grouped in the
Muddy Creek formation, of probable Pliocene age.
These deposits consist chiefly of sand, silt, and clay
that are only moderately consolidated. Near ridges of
older bedrock these fine-grained sediments grade into
and are interlayered with coarse rubble that was de-
posited in alluvial fans on the lower parts of steep
slopes. Except in these marginal zones, the sediments
are in thin, regular layers that suggest deposition in
shallow lake water. Included arelayers of gypsum that
constitute a large thickness, particularly in the wide
area east of Boulder Canyon. Beds of nearly pure
rock salt were exposed along Virgin Valley until they
were covered by the water of Lake Mead. A thick de-
posit of glauberite, included between layers of clay,
was prospected west of the Virgin River, about 5 miles
south of Muddy Creek.

The Muddy Creek formation records a long and
varied history. Flows of basaltic lava and also beds
of volcanic ash are included, locally in great thickness,
particularly around the north end of the Black Moun-
tains. At a number of localities in Callville Basin,
older beds in the formation were steeply tilted and
then beveled by erosion; they now lie below younger
beds with sharp angular discordance. On the west side
of the basin, two such angular interruptions within the
formation are as pronounced as the break between the
Muddy Creek and older deposits. Evidently there
were strong crustal movements both before and during
the time of deposition. The climate during that time
was generally arid, as indicated by the abundant gyp-
sum, salt, and other saline materials in the Muddy
Creek formation.

Low-grade deposits of manganese oxide occur in the
Muddy Creek formation, at several localities northeast
of Boulder Canyon and in the southwestern part of
Callville Basin. The most promising of the deposits
now known was exploited during and after World
War II in the Three Kids district, south of Las Vegas
Wash. There the ore occurs in definite beds in the
lower part of the Muddy Creek formation; the oxide
appears to have been laid down as a sedimentary de-
posit in a shallow lake (Hunt and others, 1942; Mec-
Kelvey and others, 1949).

The deposits of the Muddy Creek formation are so
varied that no local section would represent the forma-
tion as a whole. Before the Lake Mead basin was

flooded, gypsum and anhydrite beds hundreds of feet
thick were exposed in a lowland area of 50-60 square
miles, centered near the mouth of the Virgin River.
Although gravels mantled much of the surface, the
thick saline deposits are probably continuous under an
even larger area of the reservoir floor in Virgin Basin.
Abundant gypsum was exposed also in the Virgin
Valley, now occupied by Overton Arm of Lake Mead,
and several domes with cores of rock salt near the
Virgin River channel suggest large bodies of that
mineral at some depth beneath the valley floor. Thus
saline beds of large but undetermined thickness are an
important element in the lowest known part of the
Muddy Creek formation. Higher clastic deposits are
widespread in the intermont basins, with maximum
thickness in excess of 1,000 feet. Gypsum either in pure
layers or admixed with clay occurs at many horizons
in this part of the section also.

Other deposits in basins adjoining the lake are in
part contemporaneous with the Muddy Creek forma-
tion, but the relation is not everywhere clear. West of
Virgin Canyon, and also extending eastward into the
Grand Wash trough, thick accumulations of coarse fan
debris, now firmly cemented, were derived chiefly from
the Precambrian and Paleozoic bedrock of the Virgin
Mountains, and in smaller amounts from the Grand
Wash Cliffs. Some of this coarse material moved out
from the southern Virgin Mountain block in land-
slide masses, which locally plowed into soft gypseous
sediments that were accumulating on the adjacent basin
floors. Coarse fan material containing very large
blocks of granite and gneiss was moved eastward from
the Virgin Mountains almost to the base of the Grand
Wash Cliffs. This coarse rubble grades upward into
fine gravel, silt, and clay, which north of Lake Mead
is gypseous.

HUALPAI FORMATION

A freshwater limestone, locally hundreds of feet
thick, rests upon the clastic deposits of the Muddy
Creek formation and older rocks. This limestone has
been described as the Hualpai limestone of Pliocene( ¢)
age (Longwell, 1936, pp. 1429-1440). As stated in
this original description, the Hualpai limestone is the
highest unit of the (Tertiary) basin deposits, and is in
thin and rather regular beds, many of which have the
porous structure characteristic of travertine. The
formation is distributed over an irregular area, measur-
ing 25 miles from east to west and a comparable
distance from north to south. The Hualpai limestone,
in contrast to the complex assemblage of deposits that
preceded its deposition, is a homogeneous formation
over a wide area. Near the base it contains scattered
pebbles and sand, and locally it includes thin beds of
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shale and siltstone; but in the main the formation con-
sists of limestone, nearly aphanitic and with consider-
able porosity, in beds that are thin and remarkably
regular. The original maximum thickness cannot now
be estimated with any assurance, but certainly it ex-
ceeded 1,000 feet. The original horizontal extent must
have been much greater than the area delimited by
present outcrops.

The Hualpai limestone caps many flat-topped buttes
that are prominent in the eastern part of the Lake
Mead area; examples are The Temple and Napoleons
Tomb, which rise abruptly on opposite margins of the
lake west of Virgin Canyon. The thick type section of
the limestone is exposed south of Virgin Canyon, along
Hualpai Wash; and good outcrops appear in bluffs
along the road that leads from U.S. Highway 466 to
Pierce Ferry. Near this road, from the lake south-
ward, are excellent exposures of the coarse fan debris,
the higher siltstone and clay, and the capping lime-
stone. All these deposits are in nearly horizontal beds,
which on the east side of the basin overlap the edges of
Paleozoic strata in the lower Grand Wash Cliff and
on the west are deposited against and partially conceal
Tassai Ridge, which is made of Paleozoic strata tilted
steeply eastward in a downfaulted block (fig. 3). This
block was entirely buried beneath the younger deposits
before the Colorado River and its tributaries removed
large quantities of the weak basin deposits as they cut
their valleys to present levels. The weakness of the
material is demonstrated by extensive slumping from
the steep walls of The Temple during the few years
that the waters of Lake Mead have been in contact
with the lower half of this high butte, which is made
chiefly of cemented coarse rubble capped by Hualpai
limestone (pl. 25).

The limestone has rather thin, irregular beds contain-
ing concentric forms that suggest algal growth while
the limy deposit was forming. These forms weather
out as nearly spherical balls, from 15 to 3 or more
inches in diameter. Although some of the limestone is
compact, much of it is full of small cavities that are
locally coated with black manganese oxide. It has
the appearance of gray to reddish-brown travertine.
The character and distribution of the deposit strongly
suggest that it was formed in a lake that had con-
siderable width from north to south and extended west-
ward from the Grand Wash Cliffs probably to the
Black Mountains.

CHEMEHUEVI FORMATION

Since the Colorado River valley was first cut ap-
proximately to its present form, sediments have been
deposited that record important events in the regional

history. The most extensive of these deposits, known
as the Chemehuevi formation of Pleistocene age, con-
sists of clay, silt, and gravel that once filled the valley
to a height several hundred and perhaps a thousand
feet above the river bed at the site of Hoover Dam.
Remnants of the formation are distributed along the
valley below the dam (Lee, 1908, pl. 3B), and many
others were visible between the dam and the Grand
Canyon until most of them were covered by the waters
of Lake Mead. The highest of these, east of a looping
bend in the valley south of Iceberg Canyon, is more
than 200 feet above the high level of the lake.

In its lower part the Chemehuevi formation con-
sists chiefly of banded clay, which must have been de-
posited in a deep lake; near Hoover Dam and farther
downstream, these clays are several hundred feet thick.
Above them the deposit consists chiefly of sand, with
river gravel near the top. Farther upstream, near Ice-
berg Canyon and in the Grand Wash trough, sand
makes up the greater part of the thickness; clay in the
lower part is thin. Presumably the narrow part of the
lake in the Grand Canyon was soon filled with river
sediments, and the front of the delta continued to ad-
vance down the lake. At a distance from this front
only the fine sediments, carried in suspension or by
turbidity currents, were laid down. Eventually the lake
was filled with these fine sediments, and the river de-
posited its gravels widely at the higher level. Later
the stream cut down to the bottom of its old valley,
and the weak sediments of the Chemehuevi were re-
moved except for remnants in the more protected
places. Many remnants of gravel-covered terraces
record stages in the history of downcutting.

In the vicinity of Hoover Dam there is clear evi-
dence that the river flowed at a level higher than the
rim of Black Canyon.. Along the east flank of the
prominent hill known as Sugarloaf, on the Arizona
side southeast of the dam, a large bar made of gravel
that is typical of the Colorado River reaches an alti-
tude well above 1,500 feet, or fully 900 feet above the
low-water stage of the river at the damsite. The peb-
bles and cobbles are derived from many types of rock,
some of which are not known to crop out nearer than
50 miles upstream from the bar; all are rounded and
smoothed in the fashion characteristic of coarse debris
rolled on the bottom of a large and powerful stream;
and all, even those composed of weak limestone, show
negligible effects of weathering. About half a mile
northeast of the Sugarloaf bar and only a little lower
in altitude, large potholes have been worn to a depth
of several feet into resistant volcanic rock by the ac-
tion of a swift stream carrying coarse gravel along its
bottom. Such gravel, like that in the channel of the
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modern Colorado River, partly fills the potholes and
forms bars nearby.

The potholes and gravel deposits in their locations
above the rim of the canyon indicate that the canyon
was filled, and that on the high surface of the fill the
river wandered from its old course, to which it became
readjusted with renewed downcutting. Presumably
the fill consisted of the Chemehuevi formation, even
though none of this weak material now remains on
the steep slopes near Hoover Dam. In protected areas
farther south along Black Canyon, remnants of river
gravel and also clay and sand of the Chemehuevi occur
far above the river. Large remnants of the Chemehuevi
extend far back from the river on both sides of Pyra-
mid Canyon, near the new Davis Dam, 60 miles down-
stream from Hoover Dam. Clay from the Chemehuevi
formation was used in large quantities in the construc-
tion of this earth-fill dam.

Many remnants of the Chemehuevi lie along the
Virgin and Muddy Valleys. Possibly of contempo-
raneous origin are light-colored clays that are wide-
spread in the low ground around Las Vegas. The
Chemehuevi formation, particularly the basal banded
clay and overlying sand, records a deltaic deposition
that appears to be strikingly parallel to that which is
occurring in Lake Mead since the completion of Hoover
Dam.

The cause of ponding of the Colorado River to make
the great Chemehuevi Lake has not been determined.
It occurred during the Pleistocene epoch, or Great Ice
Age, when all of western United States had a more
pluvial climate than at present. Perhaps the large
quantities of coarse gravels in the upper part of the
Chemehuevi were transported by a much larger and
more powerful stream than the present Colorado River,
which apparently carries nothing coarser than sand
into the deltaic fill near the mouth of the Grand
Canyon.

VOLCANIC ROCKS AND RELATED INTRUSIVE BODIES

No igneous rocks of Paleozoic age are known in the
region. None have been identified in the formations
of Triassic or Jurassic age, though possibly some of
the clays of Triassic age contain altered volcanic ash,
as is true of the clay of the Chinle formation in parts
of the Colorado Plateaus (Allen, 1930). The Creta-
ceous rocks southwest of Muddy Valley contain con-
siderable volcanic ash that is little altered, as well
as clays that have the characteristic properties of
bentonite. These Cretaceous formations show, by re-
curring conglomerates made up of fragments from
many older formations, that strong crustal disturbance

was in progress during their deposition. Volcanic ac-
tivity would logically accompany such disturbance.

Both the Overton fanglomerate of Cretaceous(?)
and Tertiary(?) age and the Horse Spring formation
of Tertiary (?) age include beds of volcanic ash. These
formations (on pl. 1B mapped with the Tertiary vol-
canic rocks) record continued crustal movements.
North of Las Vegas Wash there are extensive flows of
basaltic lava in Cretaceous(?) beds below the Horse
Spring formation. These are the oldest lavas that have
a known relation to sedimentary formations; however,
some of the undated volcanic rocks in the Black Can-
yon area may well be older.

The northern part of the Black Mountains is made
chiefly of volcanic rocks cut by dikes and other in-
trusive bodies. Near the Virgin River valley many
of the lavas are interbedded with the Muddy Creek
formation of Pliocene age; but much of the igneous
complex is older than the Muddy Creek. The walls
of Boulder Canyon reveal a thick sequence of lavas,
strongly tilted, and intruded by sills and dikes. In
large part this assemblage has been altered chemically,
probably by circulating hot vapors and solutions con-
nected with the igneous action. Large masses of the
rock have been reduced to soft claylike material, which
is highly colored. Similar alteration has affected the
igneous rocks near the head of Black Canyon; the
west and south flanks of Fortification Hill are spectac-
ular from the resulting coloration.

The walls of Black Canyon near Hoover Dam dis-
play a great thickness of lavas and related volcanic
rocks, steeply inclined to the northeast. From the
vicinity of Callville Basin southward for hundreds of
miles, volcanic and other igneous rocks underlie large
areas in a wide belt reaching far east and west of the
Colorado River. In fact, the course of the river west-
ward from the Grand Wash trough marks a general
boundary between regions that differ strikingly in
character of bedrock. North of this boundary are
great thicknesses of sedimentary formations, in which
marine limestones are abundant. In the wide belt to
the south these formations are almost entirely lack-
ing; in their place above the Precambrian basement
are thick sections of volcanic materials, with local ac-
cumulations of gravel and other waterlaid sediments.

In the vicinity of Black Canyon the igneous rocks are
of many kinds. A large area around Boulder City is
underlain by quartz monzonite, a granular rock that re-
sembles granite but contains less quartz. This large
mass was formed at considerable depth below the sur-
face, where slow cooling of the molten rock permitted
growth of large mineral grains. Similar bodies are ex-
posed on the west flank of the Black Mountains. North



18 COMPREHENSIVE SURVEY OF SEDIMENTATION IN LAKE MEAD, 1948-49

of Boulder City, and also east of Hoover Dam, the in-
clusion of large block of limestone of Paleozoic age in
igneous bodies proves that sedimentary formations, now
widespread farther north, extended also across the
Black Canyon area when the igneous masses were
intruded. Because erosion to great depth was required
to lay bare the coarse-grained igneous rock, presumably
there was large uplift of the area from Callville Basin
southward during or after emplacement of the igneous
masses. KErosion after the uplift carried away the
sedimentary formations, leaving only isolated remnants.

Volcanism may have been active while uplift and
erosion were in progress. The volcanic rocks now pre-
served represent eruptions in a late stage of the ero-
sional history, for these rocks rest on intrusive bodies in
the Hoover Dam area and on Precambrian basement a
few miles farther south. Lavas, breccias, tuffs, and
glasses make up the volcanic section. The lavas range
in composition from dark basalt, through brownish an-
desite and other intermediate types, to light-colored
rhyolite. Fragmental materials, from coarse breccia to
fine-grained tuff, record explosive activity. Obsidian,
perlite, and other forms of glass are abundant at many
localities. There was vigorous erosion during the vol-
canism, and deposition of gravel in local valleys or
basins. Such gravels, firmly cemented and with voleanic
rocks both below and above, are exposed in steep cliffs
along the highway east of the dam. Cuts along the
highway give excellent exposures of the varied lavas
and related rocks—dark basalt and andesite, brown and
reddish latite, tuff ranging in color from almost white
to green, and glass that varies from shades of gray to
black. In total thickness the volcanic rocks measure
thousands of feet.

The history of volcanism was long and complex.
Thick sections were tilted, eroded, and buried by later
accumulations. Inthe area from the dam southward, at
least four distinct generations of voleanic rocks are rec-
ognized. Centers of eruption are marked by plugs,
dikes, and irregular intrusive bodies cutting the older
units. Although none of these rocks along the river
have been definitely dated, they are in large part older
than the Muddy Creek formation and therefore prob-
ably were erupted before middle Cenozoic time. The
oldest may be contemporaneous with the ash deposits in
Cretaceous rocks of the Muddy Mountains. Lavas of
the Muddy Creek and younger formations are chiefly
dark basalts; a good example is the thick section of flows
capping Fortification Hill, near Hoover Dam. Exten-
sive sheets of basaltic lava are included in nearly uncon-
solidated gravels southeast of Lake Mead, and some
beds of volcanic ash occur in the Chemehuevi formation
of Pleistocene age.

STRUCTURE OF THE BEDROCK

In contrast with the nearly horizontal attitude and
the continuity of strata over large areas of the Colo-
rado Plateaus, the older formations west of the Grand
Wash Cliffs are in many places broken, steeply tilted,
and folded. The most complicated deformation is
found in the Muddy Mountains, where wide plates of
limestone of Paleozoic age have been thrust many miles
over younger formations, crumpling, shattering, and
locally overturning the beds. Although the deforma-
tion occurred before the Horse Spring formation was
laid down, later disturbances folded and tilted this
formation also. These crustal movements occurred in
the Cretaceous period and perhaps continued into early
Cenozoic time, as part of a regional upheaval that
affected a wide belt west of the Colorado Plateaus and
extended northward into the Northern Rocky Moun-
tains.

Following this early deformation there were repeated
movements on steep fractures, on some of which the
total displacement is measured in thousands of feet.
Voleanic eruptions occurred in this period of unrest,
and sections of the volcanic rocks were broken and
tilted. In the east flank of the Virgin Mountains, some
of the formations are repeated as a result of movement
along faults of large displacement. Along the west
side of Iceberg Canyon, limestone beds of Carbonifer-
ous age are inclined about 70 degrees eastward; di-
rectly east of this canyon are much older beds with
similar inclination (pl. 2). The beds on the west were
dropped nearly 5,000 feet along a fault inclined at a
low angle toward the west. A similar fault 2 miles
farther east is responsible for another repetition of
formations. From the relation of these tilted blocks
to the strata exposed in the Grand Wash Cliffs, the
greatest fault in the group is considered to be hidden
by younger sedimentary material that floors the basin
directly west of the cliffs. This great fracture, along
which the Kaibab limestone was dropped thousands of
feet below its position in the upper cliff, is known as
the Grand Wash fault (fig. 3).

The main block of the Black Mountains either was
lifted along major faults or remained high while
blocks on both sides were depressed (fig. 3). The
southern Virgin Mountains block was rotated about
its long axis; the east side subsided thousands of feet,
and the west side was lifted in almost equal measure.
Much of the faulting occurred before the Muddy Creek
formation and related basin sediments were deposited ;
but there was additional movement during that de-
position and later. The higher masses have been sub-
jected to erosion, and the resulting rock debris has
been washed into the basins. This interplay of block









D. DRAINAGE BASIN TRIBUTARY TO LAKE MEAD

By H. E. Taomas, U.S. Geological Survey

Lake Mead is in the Lower Colorado River Basin,
as defined in the Colorado River Compact of 1922.
Hoover Dam is about 354 miles downstream from Lee
Ferry, which is the Compact point marking the lower
limit of the Upper Colorado River Basin. The Lower
Basin, however, provides only a very small propor-
tion of the water that flows into Lake Mead; these
contributions come from the Little Colorado River, the
Virgin River, small perennial or ephemeral creeks, and
some fairly large springs in northern Arizona. In an
average year about 95 percent of the inflow to Lake
Mead comes from the Upper Basin. Thus the water
that accumulates in Lake Mead comes from an area
that extends far beyond the limits of the area encom-
passed by the reservoir survey of 1948-49. Basic water
data collected by the Geological Survey in coopera-
tion with the States of Arizona, Colorado, Nevada,
New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming constitute a broad
general outline of the hydrologic conditions in that
large tributary area, but they are far from adequate
for comprehensive planning of water-resource develop-
ment above Lake Mead. This section summarizes these
existing data and provides a background of informa-
tion as to the source of the water and sediment in
Lake Mead.

The part of the Colorado River drainage basin tribu-
tary to Lake Mead comprises about 168,000 square
miles, or 5 percent of the continental area of the
United States. If this vast area has one characteris-
tic in common, it is perhaps the lack of hospitality
to mankind. Very little of the area is desirable for
habitation, and the lands occupied by the basin are
accordingly among the least populated parts of Colo-
rado, Wyoming, Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona.

The basin has a greater range in physical charac-
acteristics than is to be found in most other areas of
comparable size on the North American continent.
Physiographically, it includes several of the highest

1 The agreement concerning the apportionment of the use of the waters
of the Colorado River System dated November 24, 1922, executed at
Santa Fe, N. Mex., by Commissioners for the States of Arizona, Cali-
fornia, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming, approved
by Herbert Hoover as representative of the United States of America,
and proclaimed effective by the President of the United States of
America, June 25, 1929,
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peaks of the Rocky Mountains as well as high moun-
tain valleys and broad upland plains, extensive pla-
teaus and spectacular canyons, broad alluvial valleys,
and desert ranges. Climatologically, the basin pre-
sents the extremes of year-round snow cover and heavy
precipitation on the higher peaks of the Rockies, and
desert conditions in which annual precipitation is com-
monly less than 5 inches. The temperature range is
from the temperate—as in the mountain meadows of
Colorado and Wyoming, where there is a scanty 90-day
growing season—to the semitropical—as near Lake
Mead, where only occasional winter frosts occur. Geo-
logically, the rocks in the basin are of a wide variety of
types, ranging in age from Precambrian to Recent.

As might be expected in a region of such diverse
physical characteristics, there are some areas with very
high rates of runoff, and other areas that yield prac-
tically no water to the Colorado River; also certain
areas in which the streams are generally clear, and
other areas that are major contributors of the sedi-
ment that enters Lake Mead.

PHYSIOGRAPHY

The drainage basin tributary to Lake Mead includes
parts of five physiographic provinces as outlined by
Fenneman (1930). The easternmost part of that basin
is within the Southern Rocky Mountains province,
which comprises high mountain ranges and intermon-
tane valleys. Characteristically, this part of the basin
receives heavy precipitation, and most of it is covered
by forest and alpine flora. Many of the largest streams
of the Colorado River system—the Yampa, White, Col-
orado, Gunnison, Dolores, and San Juan Rivers—rise
in this mountainous province.

The northwestern part of the Colorado River basin
lies within the Middle Rocky Mountains province. Like
the Southern Rockies, this province is composed of high
forested mountain ranges and intermontane valleys.
Because of its generally higher latitude, the growing
season in these valleys is shorter than in valleys of the
Southern Rockies, and the annual evaporation rate is
less. In this province are the headwaters of the Green
River and many of its important tributaries.

21
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Between the Middle and Southern Rocky Mountains
is the Wyoming Basin, a physiographic province char-
acterized by elevated plains in various stages of ero-
sion, and isolated low mountains. Precipitation is
generally less than 20 inches a year, and the basin is
classed as semiarid. Most of the streams draining this
area are intermittent; they contribute only small quan-
tities of water to the Colorado River system, chiefly
during annual freshets.

The central part of the drainage basin tributary to
Lake Mead is within the Colorado Plateaus province.
Some of these plateaus are high and forested, and they
receive a moderate amount of precipitation; others are
lower canyoned plateaus of high relief; and large areas
are rather thoroughly dissected. The precipitation
over most of the plateau country is scant. Sonoran
types of vegetation—including pifion, sagebrush, and
grasses—provide sparse cover, leaving large areas of
bare or thinly mantled rock. The streams rising in the
plateau country make relatively small annual contribu-
tions to the flow of the Colorado River; the Little
Colorado River is the largest of these contributors.
In drainage basins where steep, barren or sparsely
vegetated slopes are prevalent, rainstorms may produce
high runoff for short periods. This is particularly true
of the southern part of the drainage basin, where in-
tense summer rainstorms may produce flash floods that
constitute a substantial proportion of the annual
runoff.

The lowest part of the drainage basin tributary to
Lake Mead is in the Basin and Range province; the
lake itself is almost entirely within this province. The
climate here is arid, and the desert mountains and
valleys contribute practically no water to the lake ex-
cept after exceptional raimstorms. Two perennial
streams enter Lake Mead within the province: Muddy
Creek, which has a sustained flow from springs, and
the Virgin River, which derives most of its water from
high plateaus and from the Pine Valley Mountains in
southwestern Utah.

GEOLOGY

The geology of the drainage basin tributary to Lake
Mead is sufficiently diverse that its problems attract
specialists in all phases of the earth sciences. Rocks in
the area range in age from Precambrian to Recent and
in type through a wide assortment of igneous, sedi-
mentary, and metamorphic. Deposits of economic
value in the basin include gold, silver, lead, zinc, cop-
per, molybdenum, antimony, vanadium, and uranium;
coal, petroleum, natural gas, oil, shale, and rare hydro-
carbons ; phosphate rock, potash, salt, gypsum, helium,
and carbon dioxide; and construction materials. The
broad, simple structures and easily recognized strata

of the plateau country attract the hobbyist without
formal training in geology; yet the complex structures
of many of the mountain ranges are brain teasers for
the ablest geologists and geophysicists.

The geologic formations of the tributary drainage
basin are significantly related to the water and the dis-
solved and suspended materials that enter Lake Mead.
A negligible proportion of the runoff is derived by
direct precipitation upon the stream channels. Some-
what larger quantities may result from overland run-
off, particularly from bare rock or impervious mantle
rock. Most of the runoff is derived from melting of
winter accumulations of snow in the higher mountains,
but nearly all this water moves for at least a short dis-
tance through the soil or underlying ground-water
zones before reaching the streams. The quantity of
runoff generally is only a minor fraction of the precipi-
tatton upon the region and represents the excess of
water beyond the requirements for transpiration by
plants and for direct evaporation. Pervious rock mate-
rials that absorb a large proportion of the precipitation
may subsequently be dewatered by evapotranspiration
draft or by discharge of ground water to streams.
Thus the geology is a significant factor in the precipita-
tion-runoff relations throughout the tributary basin.

The chemical constituents carried by the river are
derived in part by solution of rock materials over
which the river and its tributaries flow. Thus the
Colorado River in its annual flood stages laps against
beds of gypsum in Cataract Canyon in southeastern
Utah, and some of that rock is dissolved and carried
away in the river. Some tributaries likewise flow di-
rectly over soluble bedrock, and as a result their waters
have a high mineral content—a fact that is suggested
by the names given to several small streams in the
basin, such as Onion Creek, Salt Wash, Saleratus Wash,
and Gypsum Canyon. However, outcrops of soluble
bedrock in stream channels occupy a very small propor-
tion of the total channel area, and the quantity of dis-
solved materials derived from them is also a small
fraction of the total dissolved solids carried into Lake
Mead.

Most of the dissolved material in the river is derived
from ground water. The most obvious sources are
saline springs along the main stem and tributary chan-
nels, springs rising from limestones or igneous rocks,
fault springs, and return flow of irrigation water.
Ground water seeping into the river and its tributaries
carries a large proportion of the total dissolved solids
of the river. Types of rock that are important con-
tributors of dissolved materials include evaporites,
shales, and sandstones. These rocks crop out prinei-
pally in the Colorado Plateaus and the Wyoming Basin.
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The geologic formations cropping out within the
drainage basin are also the ultimate sources of the sedi-
ment carried by the Colorado River and its tributaries.
The formations include a great variety of rock types,
ranging from highly indurated to loosely cemented or
unconsolidated rocks. Individual sedimentary forma-
tions commonly include a wide range in textures, both
horizontally and vertically. A thorough appraisal of
the sediment-producing characteristics of any part of
the basin would require detailed geologic mapping of
those formations and, in addition, mapping in cor-
responding detail of the soil or mantle conditions, the
vegetative cover, and the topography. Such mapping
has not yet been completed for any major part of the
Colorado River basin.

A rough comparison of the sediment-producing capa-
bilities of various parts of the basin may be made on the
basis of the generalized outcrop areas as shown on the
geologic map of the United States. Extensive areas,
especially near the boundaries of the basin, are under-
lain by indurated rocks that are resistant to erosion.
For the most part these rocks form the mountain ranges
and are of Paleozoic age or older. However, there are
also extensive areas of volcanic rocks, including some
that are remote from mountainous areas, which are for
the most part of Tertiary or Quaternary age. Gener-
ally the streams rising in these areas are fairly free of
sediment at all seasons. The rocks most common to the
areas that produce relatively clear water are crystalline
and metamorphic types, lavas, limestones, and well-
cemented sandstones and conglomerates.

Much of the drainage basin in the Colorado Plateau,
and nearly all of the Wyoming Basin, is underlain by
shale, mudstone, and clay—rocks which upon weather-
ing yield predominantly silt- and clay-sized particles.
The silt-producing formations are chiefly of Mesozoic
and Tertiary age. The Little Colorado, San Rafael,
and Dirty Devil Rivers drain basins in which fine tex-
tured materials predominate.

A classification of the drainage basin according to
capabilities of producing sediments, as inferred from
geologic maps, is presented in figure 4. Although the
rock outcrops and the mantle rock formed from them
constitute the ultimate source of the sediment load car-
ried by the river, it is likely that only an insignificant
part of the load comes directly from those sources.
Indeed, the main stream and tributaries rarely come
in contact with bedrock except in their headwaters, and
instead the bed and banks of the channels are formed
of stream-borne sediment, or alluvium. Geologic re-
connaissances show that the area covered by alluvium
is only a very small proportion of the total area of the
basin, but that, rather generally throughout the basin,

the river and its tributaries are cutting both downward
and laterally into the alluvial deposits of past centuries.
These alluvial deposits are believed to constitute the
immediate source of much of the sediment now moving

toward Lake Mead.
WATER

The Colorado River is most impressive in its canyons
below the mouth of the San Juan River—in Glen Can-
yon, or in Marble Canyon or Grand Canyon where
tourists most commonly view it. Viewed from the rim
of one of these canyons, the river is a thin ribbon of
water that is dwarfed by the massiveness of the setting.

The great plateau country of northern Arizona and
southeastern Utah provides a scenic environment and
much sediment for the river, but little more. Of the
water that enters Lake Mead, only slightly more than
5 percent is contributed by the small streams of Ari-
zona, Nevada, New Mexico, and southern Utah. All
the rest comes from Colorado, Wyoming, and northern
Utah by way of the main stem of the river or its
principal tributaries. Indeed, more than three-fourths
of the annual inflow to Lake Mead is derived from the
high headwater areas of streams that rise in the numer-
ous ranges of the Rocky Mountain chain.

For the most part the arid plateau land contributes
only enough water to the river to offset the rather
sizable losses from the river due to evaporation and
transpiration. Along extended segments of the river
there is practically no inflow during most of the year,
and because of the evapotranspiration draft the river
passes through those reaches with a net loss during
most of the year.

The sources of the inflow to Lake Mead during the
1948 water year are shown graphically in figure 5. It
is evident from this diagram that the main stem of the
Colorado in Utah and Arizona, as well as the channel
of the Green River below the Uinta Basin and the
channel of the San Juan River below the mouth of the
Animas River, serve principally as conduits for water
that has originated in headwater areas to the north and
east.

The concentration and chemical character of dis-
solved solids in the streams vary considerably through-
out the year. As a rule the concentration is greatest
during periods of low flow and least during flood
periods. Howard (1948) has shown that there is a
progressive downstream increase in concentration of
dissolved solids both in the Colorado River and in its
principal tributaries. These increases are caused
chiefly by natural ground-water inflow and by return
water from agricultural and industrial developments.
Large increases are recorded, for example, in a short
reach of the river near Grand Junction, Colo., where
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there is considerable return flow of irrigation water to
the stream.
SEDIMENT

Historically the sediment has always been a con-
spicuous feature of the Colorado River, as indicated by
the name “colored river”, first applied by the early
Spanish explorers. At all times the observer is likely
to be impressed by the murkiness of the water of the
main stem and its principal tributaries—generally
tawny brown, perhaps reddish or grayish, but character-
istically muddy.

The rock materials which the streams have trans-
ported and deposited during the latest geologic epoch
are classified by geologists as Recent alluvium. This
alluvium forms the flood plains that flank the main
stems and tributaries along many miles of their courses;
it constitutes the islands, bars, and shoals in the river
and underlies the river channel. In places where the
channel is constricted, the alluvium may be as much as
200 feet thick, as shown by test borings at prospective
dam sites. And in the broad valley plains the Recent
alluvium may form the surficial material in a belt as
much as 3 miles wide.

The ultimate source of the Recent alluvium is the
older rock formations of the drainage basin, and the
fragments that result from their weathering. Where
gradients are steepest—chiefly in the small tributary
channels—a stream may flow directly over bedrock for
some distance; and in other reaches the channel may be
bordered by bedrock walls. In these places the stream
itself becomes the eroding agent, and acquires some sedi-
ment directly from bedrock. Overland flow over bare
or impermeable rock material may also carry sediment
into the streams.

It is likely that only a negligible proportion of the
sediment in Lake Mead has moved continuously from
its original source. Generally the process of sediment
transportation is a series of short travels, with inter-
vening deposition and reexcavation. Typically a stream
that is eroding along a certain reach will carry some of
that sediment only to a reach having lesser gradient, and
the sediment remains there until a greater volume of
water can carry it farther. The tributaries quite gen-
erally have higher gradients than do the main stems,
and boulders and blocks that can be moved by those trib-
utaries may come to rest opposite their mouths, in the
main stems. Practically all of the rapids in the Colo-
rado and Green Rivers in Utah are caused by this accu-
mulation of coarse detritus at the mouths of tributaries.

Climatologic conditions are a factor contributing to
the discontinuity and irregularity of sediment transpor-
tation. Many of the minor tributaries that drain the
Colorado Plateaus have high peak discharges during

August, September, and October, following intense
rainstorms, and may carry heavy loads of sediment to
the Colorado River at that time. That river ordinarily
is at relatively low stage during those months and is
unable to carry the heavy load; consequently, much of
the sediment may be dropped along its channel. Trans-
portation of such debris may not be resumed until the
high main-stem flows of the succeeding year. The me-
chanics of sediment transportation are complex, and
there is not necessarily a close correlation between pre-
cipitation over the drainage basin, runoff, and sediment
load in a designated period.

In its relation to the stream system, the alluvium may
be classified as (1) sediment “in transit”—sediment
moving either as suspended load or as bed load moving
along the channel bottom; (2) sediment in “live stor-
age”’—sediment that is temporarily at rest in bars,
islands, stream banks, and bottoms, where the annual
fluctuations in streamflow may readily place it in transit
again; and (3) sediment in “dead storage”—alluvium
that has remained in place for a long time beneath flood
plains or far beneath the channel bed, where reexcava-
tion and further transportation are unlikely unless there
are appreciable changes in runoff, gradient, or other
controlling factors.

SUSPENDED LOAD

Data concerning the sediment load during the water
year 1948, based on samples collected daily or oftener,
have been obtained by the Geological Survey at eight
stations in the drainage basin tributary to Lake Mead.
During the year records were begun at half a dozen
other localities, which permit a more thorough analysis
of the transportation of sediment by the river and its
tributaries during subsequent years.

The suspended load during 1948 is shown graphically
on figure 6. Although the data are inadequate to show
how much sediment is carried by several of the tribu-
taries that are suspected of being important contrib-
utors, comparison with figure 5 shows that the streams
that yield most of the water do not carry a proportionate
share of sediment. In 1948 the flow of the Colorado
River at Cisco, Utah, plus that of the Green River at
Green River, Utah, was more than three-fourths of the
total that entered Lake Mead (fig. 5) ; but the sediment
passing those two points was less than a quarter of the
amount entering the lake. On the other hand, the rec-
ords for three tributaries in the southern part of the
basin—the Little Colorado, Paria, and San Juan Riv-
ers—show that these streams yield a far greater propor-
tion of the suspended sediment than of the water that
reaches Lake Mead. It is inferred from the sediment
“pickup” along the main stem in southern Utah and
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The geologic formations cropping out within the
drainage basin are also the ultimate sources of the sedi-
ment carried by the Colorado River and its tributaries.
The formations include a great variety of rock types,
ranging from highly indurated to loosely cemented or
unconsolidated rocks. Individual sedimentary forma-
tions commonly include a wide range in textures, both
horizontally and vertically. A thorough appraisal of
the sediment-producing characteristics of any part of
the basin would require detailed geologic mapping of
those formations and, in addition, mapping in cor-
responding detail of the soil or mantle conditions, the
vegetative cover, and the topography. Such mapping
has not yet been completed for any major part of the
Colorado River basin.

A rough comparison of the sediment-producing capa-
bilities of various parts of the basin may be made on the
basis of the generalized outcrop areas as shown on the
geologic map of the United States. Extensive areas,
especially near the boundaries of the basin, are under-
lain by indurated rocks that are resistant to erosion.
For the most part these rocks form the mountain ranges
and are of Paleozoic age or older. However, there are
also extensive areas of voleanic rocks, including some
that are remote from mountainous areas, which are for
the most part of Tertiary or Quaternary age. Gener-
ally the streams rising in these areas are fairly free of
sediment at all seasons. The rocks most common to the
areas that produce relatively clear water are crystalline
and metamorphic types, lavas, limestones, and well-
cemented sandstones and conglomerates.

Much of the drainage basin in the Colorado Plateau,
and nearly all of the Wyoming Basin, is underlain by
shale, mudstone, and clay—rocks which upon weather-
ing yield predominantly silt- and clay-sized particles.
The silt-producing formations are chiefly of Mesozoic
and Tertiary age. The Little Colorado, San Rafael,
and Dirty Devil Rivers drain basins in which fine tex-
tured materials predominate.

A classification of the drainage basin according to
capabilities of producing sediments, as inferred from
geologic maps, is presented in figure 4. Although the
rock outerops and the mantle rock formed from them
constitute the ultimate source of the sediment load car-
ried by the river, it is likely that only an insignificant
part of the load comes directly from those sources.
Indeed, the main stream and tributaries rarely come
in contact with bedrock except in their headwaters, and
instead the bed and banks of the channels are formed
of stream-borne sediment, or alluvium. Geologic re-
connaissances show that the area covered by alluvium
is only a very small proportion of the total area of the
basin, but that, rather generally throughout the basin,

the river and its tributaries are cutting both downward
and laterally into the alluvial deposits of past centuries.
These alluvial deposits are believed to constitute the
immediate source of much of the sediment now moving

toward Lake Mead.
WATER

The Colorado River is most impressive in its canyons
below the mouth of the San Juan River—in Glen Can-
yon, or in Marble Canyon or Grand Canyon where
tourists most commonly view it. Viewed from the rim
of one of these canyons, the river is a thin ribbon of
water that is dwarfed by the massiveness of the setting.

The great plateau country of northern Arizona and
southeastern Utah provides a scenic environment and
much sediment for the river, but little more. Of the
water that enters Lake Mead, only slightly more than
5 percent is contributed by the small streams of Ari-
zona, Nevada, New Mexico, and southern Utah. All
the rest comes from Colorado, Wyoming, and northern
Utah by way of the main stem of the river or its
principal tributaries. Indeed, more than three-fourths
of the annual inflow to Lake Mead is derived from the
high headwater areas of streams that rise in the numer-
ous ranges of the Rocky Mountain chain.

For the most part the arid plateau land contributes
only enough water to the river to offset the rather
sizable losses from the river due to evaporation and
transpiration. Along extended segments of the river
there is practically no inflow during most of the year,
and because of the evapotranspiration draft the river
passes through those reaches with a net loss during
most of the year,

The sources of the inflow to Lake Mead during the
1948 water year are shown graphically in figure 5. It
is evident from this diagram that the main stem of the
Colorado in Utah and Arizona, as well as the channel
of the Green River below the Uinta Basin and the
channel of the San Juan River below the mouth of the
Animas River, serve principally as conduits for water
that has originated in headwater areas to the north and
east.

The concentration and chemical character of dis-
solved solids in the streams vary considerably through-
out the year. As a rule the concentration is greatest
during periods of low flow and least during flood
periods. Howard (1948) has shown that there is a
progressive downstream increase in concentration of
dissolved solids both in the Colorado River and in its
principal tributaries. These increases are caused
chiefly by natural ground-water inflow and by return
water from agricultural and industrial developments.
Large increases are recorded, for example, in a short
reach of the river near Grand Junction, Colo., where
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there is considerable return flow of irrigation water to
the stream.
SEDIMENT

Historically the sediment has always been a con-
spicuous feature of the Colorado River, as indicated by
the name “colored river”, first applied by the early
Spanish explorers. At all times the observer is likely
to be impressed by the murkiness of the water of the
main stem and its principal tributaries—generally
tawny brown, perhaps reddish or grayish, but character-
istically muddy.

The rock materials which the streams have trans-
ported and deposited during the latest geologic epoch
are classified by geologists as Recent alluvium. This
alluvium forms the flood plains that flank the main
stems and tributaries along many miles of their courses;
it constitutes the islands, bars, and shoals in the river
and underlies the river channel. In places where the
channel is constricted, the alluvium may be as much as
200 feet thick, as shown by test borings at prospective
dam sites. And in the broad valley plains the Recent
alluvium may form the surficial material in a belt as
much as 3 miles wide.

The ultimate source of the Recent alluvium is the
older rock formations of the drainage basin, and the
fragments that result from their weathering. Where
gradients are steepest—chiefly in the small tributary
channels—a stream may flow directly over bedrock for
some distance; and in other reaches the channel may be
bordered by bedrock walls. In these places the stream
itself becomes the eroding agent, and acquires some sedi-
ment directly from bedrock. Overland flow over bare
or impermeable rock material may also carry sediment
into the streams.

It is likely that only a negligible proportion of the
sediment in Lake Mead has moved continuously from
its original source. Generally the process of sediment
transportation is a series of short travels, with inter-
vening deposition and reexcavation. Typically a stream
that is eroding along a certain reach will carry some of
that sediment only to a reach having lesser gradient, and
the sediment remains there until a greater volume of
water can carry it farther. The tributaries quite gen-
erally have higher gradients than do the main stems,
and boulders and blocks that can be moved by those trib-
utaries may come to rest opposite their mouths, in the
main stems. Practically all of the rapids in the Colo-
rado and Green Rivers in Utah are caused by this accu-
mulation of coarse detritus at the mouths of tributaries.

Climatologic conditions are a factor contributing to
the discontinuity and irregularity of sediment transpor-
tation. Many of the minor tributaries that drain the
Colorado Plateaus have high peak discharges during
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August, September, and October, following intense
rainstorms, and may carry heavy loads of sediment to
the Colorado River at that time. That river ordinarily
is at relatively low stage during those months and is
unable to carry the heavy load; consequently, much of
the sediment may be dropped along its channel. Trans-
portation of such debris may not be resumed until the
high main-stem flows of the succeeding year. The me-
chanics of sediment transportation are complex, and
there is not necessarily a close correlation between pre-
cipitation over the drainage basin, runoff, and sediment
load in a designated period.

In its relation to the stream system, the alluvium may
be classified as (1) sediment “in transit”—sediment
moving either as suspended load or as bed load moving
along the channel bottom; (2) sediment in “live stor-
age’—sediment that is temporarily at rest in bars,
islands, stream banks, and bottoms, where the annual
fluctuations in streamflow may readily place it in transit
again; and (3) sediment in “dead storage”—alluvium
that has remained in place for a long time beneath flood
plains or far beneath the channel bed, where reexcava-
tion and further transportation are unlikely unless there
are appreciable changes in runoff, gradient, or other
controlling factors.

SUSPENDED LOAD

Data concerning the sediment load during the water
year 1948, based on samples collected daily or oftener,
have been obtained by the Geological Survey at eight
stations in the drainage basin tributary to Lake Mead.
During the year records were begun at half a dozen
other localities, which permit a more thorough analysis
of the transportation of sediment by the river and its
tributaries during subsequent years.

The suspended load during 1948 is shown graphically
on figure 6. Although the data are inadequate to show
how much sediment is carried by several of the tribu-
taries that are suspected of being important contrib-
utors, comparison with figure 5 shows that the streams
that yield most of the water do not carry a proportionate
share of sediment. In 1948 the flow of the Colorado
River at Cisco, Utah, plus that of the Green River at
Green River, Utah, was more than three-fourths of the
total that entered Lake Mead (fig. 5) ; but the sediment
passing those two points was less than a quarter of the
amount entering the lake. On the other hand, the rec-
ords for three tributaries in the southern part of the
basin—the Little Colorado, Paria, and San Juan Riv-
ers—show that these streams yield a far greater propor-
tion of the suspended sediment than of the water that
reaches Lake Mead. It is inferred from the sediment
“pickup” along the main stem in southern Utah and
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Arizona that other small tributaries in this area are
likewise important contributors of sediment.

The areas from which the bulk of Lake Mead sedi-
ment is derived are in the Colorado Plateaus province
in Arizona, southeastern Utah and New Mexico. These
areas are generally remote from the highest parts of
the basin and include the areas having least precipita-
tion and least runoff in the drainage basin. If the res-
ervoir sedimentation is to be controlled, it would appear
that the control must be in these areas.

Long-term records of suspended sediment are avail-
able at four stations in the tributary drainage basin.
These records indicate that the sediment transported
during the water year 1948 was close to the average
annual load in the period 1930-48. Probably more than
95 percent of the sediment entering Lake Mead passes
through the Grand Canyon, where records of the sus-
pended load have been obtained since 1925. Beginning
with the water year 1930, similar records have been ob-
tained for the Colorado River at Cisco, the Green River
at Green River, and the San Juan River at Bluff, all
in Utah. The annual variations in suspended load at

COMPREHENSIVE SURVEY OF SEDIMENTATION IN LAKE MEAD, 1948-49

Grand Canyon and the proportions of that load that
pass the three upstream stations are depicted in figure 7.

In the period of record at Grand Canyon, the year of
highest runoff (1929) was also the year of greatest sedi-
ment contribution, and the year of least runoff (1934)
was also the year of least sediment transportation.
There are striking variations in the proportions of the
load that pass the three upstream stations from year to
year, though it is generally true that the San Juan River
carries less water and more sediment than either the
Green River or the Colorado River above its junction
with the Green. There is a noteworthy contrast between
1939 and 1943, two years of approximately equivalent
sediment load at Grand Canyon. 1In 1943 the load meas-
ured at the three upstream stations amounted to one-
third, but in 1939 to more than two-thirds, of the
quantity measured at Grand Canyon.

BED LOAD

In many of the canyons of the Colorado and its prin-
cipal tributaries, the stream bed is composed predomi-
nantly of sand and gravel, boulders, and huge blocks

Entire. column represents suspended load SUSPENDED LOAD IN
measured in Colorado River of Grand MAJOR TRIBUTARIES
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e Part of column below dashed line is Upper E
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F1GURE 7.—Sediment carried by the Colorado River in water years 1931-50.
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and one might conclude that if the river moves such
material it must have truly magnificent power. Ac-
tually, the water moves around the larger obstacles,
and if they are displaced at all it is for a negligible
distance. Individual boulders can be identified in the
same positions as when they were photographed more
than 40 years ago. Other evidence that gravel or larger
size fragments are not carried far by the main stem
may be deduced from the distribution of rocks of cer-
tain distinctive types. As an example, pebbles of
trachyte or of basalt in Glen Canyon may be identified
in the deposits of the Colorado River, but only a few
miles below the lowest tributary that drains the out-
crop areas of those rocks, which are, respectively, in
the Henry Mountains and on the plateau near Navajo
Mountain. Finally, gravel is rare among the river
deposits in the lower parts of reaches of low gradient,
of which Glen Canyon and the Uinta Basin are good
examples. It is concluded that for the most part the
gradients along the river are insufficient for large-scale
movement of gravel in the bed load.

Although the movement of gravel in the larger
streams, expressed in ton-miles, is considered to be
small, the total transportation of sediment along the
bed may be significant. This bed-load transportation
is not included in determinations of suspended load.
It is likely that it represents a higher proportion of
the total sediment in transit at some gaging stations
than at others. For example, along the main stem of
the Colorado River suspended load is being measured
in the Grand Canyon, where turbulent flow, rapids,
and high gradients occur throughout a long reach of
the river; at Lees Ferry, where smooth flow and low
gradients are characteristic of the river upstream in
Glen Canyon, and steeper gradients and turbulent flow
are the rule downstream in Marble Canyon; and at
Hite, in the upper part of Glen Canyon, where stream
gradients are gentle and where the river might be ex-
pected to drop some of its suspended load after a tur-
bulent course through Cataract Canyon. Comparing
these broad physical characteristics at the three sta-
tions, it might appear that the proportion of bed load
should be least in the turbulent flow of Grand Canyon,
and greatest at Lees Ferry where the velocity is in-
creasing near the head of Marble Canyon. It is likely,
however, that the proportion of bed load is determined
partly by the changes in gradient and velocity in the
immediate vicinity of the sampling points, and data
are not available as to these factors at the established
gaging stations.

LIVE STORAGE

Aerial photographs taken in different years com-
monly show many changes in the channel during the

intervening period: meanders may have enlarged in
some places and the channel straightened elsewhere,
islands and bars shown on earlier photographs may have
disappeared or changed in shape, and new ones may
have appeared on the later photographs. Marked
changes are noted in comparisons between the topo-
graphic maps of 30 or more years ago and aerial photos
taken in the 1930’s. Channel sections measured during
stream-gaging operations showed marked differences
from season to season, and sometimes from week to
week, particularly in certain reaches of the streams.
All these are evidences of the marked changes in live
storage of sediment in the stream channel.

It appears that streams on a rising stage carry in-
creased sediment in transit, and on a falling stage they
drop the sediment from suspension, thus increasing the
live storage. At some places, as for instance along the
San Juan River at Shiprock, N. Mex., the channel scour
is so great at peak discharge that the gage height may
be very little above, or even lower than, the height
recorded when discharge of the stream is at minimum.

No quantitative surveys or even detailed reconnais-
sances have been made to determine the volumes that
may be involved in this type of “live” storage along the
channel. It is probable, however, that the total volume
along the main-stem channels may be many times the
average annual deposition of sediment in Lake Mead.

DEAD STORAGE

By far the greater part of the Recent alluvium along
the Colorado River and its tributaries above Lake
Mead is not readily accessible for further movement
downstream. This alluvium underlies the channel at
depths that are not reached by the normal scouring
action of the river but that have been penetrated in
test drilling; and it forms the flood plains, which are
known to antedate the first visits of white men by many
centuries, and which in many places are covered by
profuse vegetation. Even this alluvium has by no
means reached a permanent resting place, however.
Under natural conditions the only resting place for
sediment was at the mouth of the river in the Gulf of
California; but the creation of Lake Mead above
Hoover Dam has afforded a temporary substitute for
this resting place. The alluvium upstream from Lake
Mead is merely interrupted in its movement down-
stream, but much of it will not be dislodged until some
major change occurs in the basin: a change in climate
or vegetative cover resulting in markedly greater sea-
sonal or annual runoff ; increased stream gradients due
either to diastrophic movements or to further down-
ward cutting of the channels; or modification of the
natural conditions by development projects. In con-
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sequence of water-resources development, for example,
the release of clear water below Hoover Dam caused
erosion of the river channel, which had been stable
under natural conditions when the river carried a heavy
sediment load.

At some places in the Colorado River basin, grada-
tional processes are now at work on sediment that has
long been in “dead” storage. Streams are eroding
some flood plains that had become fairly stable fea-
tures of the landscape, but it is not known whether
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major changes in climate, vegetative cover, or physi-
ography are involved. Detailed analysis of the areas
of renewed erosion and their recorded history may
result in establishing the date when renewed erosion
began, and the causes of that erosion.
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E. PRECISE LEVELING

By E. J. Parkin, U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey

The first geodetic leveling in the Hoover Dam area
for the purpose of studying the expected deformation
of the earth’s crust caused by the tremendous load of
impounded water was run in March and April 1935, its
funds supplied by the Bureau of Reclamation. Because
this leveling was run to establish a basic net that could
be releveled to determine the actual amount of the
movement, it was executed under special instructions

stipulating a maximum tolerance of 3.0 mm vK between
the forward and backward runs (where X is the length
of the section in kilometers), instead of 4.0 mm V&,
which is usual for first-order leveling. The 1935 level-
ing was done at the time the reservoir had just begun
to fill, and the elevations therefore represent the con-
dition at the time of nearly minimum load.

The level net was rerun in October 1940 to April
1941, also with the aid of Bureau of Reclamation funds.
During the period, the water storage in the reservoir
ranged from about 23.3 million to 24.5 million acre-feet,
or about 85 percent of capacity. The latest leveling of
the network was run, partly with Bureau of Reclama-
tion funds, between December 1949 and July 1950. In
those months the reservoir storage ranged from 17.5
million to 20.8 million acre-feet, and thus was less at
all times than during the 1940-41 leveling. Both the
levelings of 1940—41 and 1949-50 were run with the same
tolerance, 3.0 mm VK.

ADJUSTMENTS

The network of leveling in 1935 was adjusted to the
sea level datum of 1929 by holding fixed the eleva-
tions resulting from previous adjustments for a ring
of junctions on the perimeter of the net. This “supple-
mentary” adjustment was made to obtain elevations
consistent with the surrounding control, and the eleva-
tions thus obtained are those which are published for
use of the general public.

It was considered advisable, from the standpoint of
future study, that a “special” adjustment should be
made in which the elevations would be free of the