The digital era has reached the Havasupai Indians in the Grand Canyon
Tilousi from the Havasupai tribe told us:” One has to be familiar with the Internet to
become qualified for a good paying job, that is the only way to leave poverty behind. We
used to send our children into the world without education; this has changed drastically
four years ago.”
The Havasupai live way down in the Grand Canyon, the only connection to the world
used to be with mules or helicopters. On steep trails mules transported computers and
installations for a satellite receiver down into the Grand Canyon to Supai, their small
village in the Canyon. They had generators already for some time and now the Havasupai
could connect to the world via Internet. Through the fast connection via satellite the
Havasupai’s children today can learn about the World Wide Web and can be reached via
email
At the age of 13 years they start high school outside the Reservation with a better
knowledge of modern communication technique than the average American, who often
are still working with modems on the Internet. Not to mention other Indian tribes like the
Navajos from which the most of them have neither power nor water supply.
It was a long way to this connection with the world.
Havasupai means “the people from the green-blue water”; that is the Havasu Creek. Over
more than 1500 years traces of the Havasupai can be found. They belong to the Pai
family and origin from the antique tribe of the Yumas. Their language belongs to the
Hokan-group who is related to the Sioux.
They live in the Grand Canyon for more than 1000 years, at the same place were they
have their little village Supai today. Already in the old times they made pottery and
traded with the Hopi. The tribe today has around 650 members, 450 of them are living in
Supai in the Grand Canyon. In spring and summer they took care of their fields in the
Grand Canyon; during fall and winter they moved out to the Rim for hunting. 1882 they
received, like many other tribes, their reservation. It was at the bottom of the Canyon, a
total of 518 acres and they lost their hunting rights. Not until 1975 with a vote from the
Congress the hunting area of 185,000 acres above the Rim was returned to them.
Horses or mules were the only ones who could reach Supai; it is the most difficult
reservation to reach. In modern days the possibility of flying there by helicopter was
added.
Due to the exotic scenery many tourists coming from all over the world visit the
reservation each year. The waterfalls Navajo, Havasu, Mooney Falls and Beaver Falls are
famous all over the world.
The number of visitors is restricted to 12,000 each year to avoid disturbance of the nature
and to make living in the village bearable. 50% of their revenue is from tourism and
therefore they cannot do without it. “We pay taxes like any other American citizen”, they
declare proudly. This might have been a hint to other tribes, whose members can live on a
reservation tax-free.

On a sunny September day we start with our truck and trailer. Our aim is the Hilltop at
the Havasupai Indians. Hilltop is the station from which the trail to Supai starts. We
asked for our permission a long time in advance and received it 3 months ago. We starte
the descend into the Grand Canyon with our Fox Trotters. The camping gear and hey for
our horses is carried by mules from the Havasupai.
Reaching Hilltop by noon the Indio with his mules is waiting for us. We made it easy for
him. Instead of unbalanced baggage from tourists for whom he normally transports into
the Canyon, we handed him well-balanced and weighted panniers and top packs. With all
the experience from our own packtrails, we from the Miller Ranch know how to pack.
The baggage is stowed quickly but we take our time. It is a wonderful ride down into the
Canyon, comfortable and secure with our Missouri Fox Trotters.
It is remarkable how friendly all Indians greet us and they also make us compliments
about our horses. In contrast their friendliness is limited when hikers try to make contact
with them. Never they start a conversation with hikers from their side. A mule train, how
mule caravans are called here, stops when seeing us for lunch break in the shadow of a
rock from where we can admire the beauty of the scenery. The leader of the mule train
notices our Missouri Fox Trotter, “aha” he says and asks whether we could make a trade,
but he smiles and continues his trail.
The steep descent is done in 30 minutes, then the trail drags through a Canyon, which is
wide but suddenly changes to become narrow. It is already 3 p.m. After we left no hiker
started the trail, but we passed several. Everybody tries to do the descent or ascent early
in the morning hours to avoid the heat during the day. We do not have this problem,
since it is already September and our horses, coming from Phoenix are used to the heat.
95 degrees is nothing unusual for them especially since we are descending.
Including a break it takes us 2 hours and we start enjoying the fresh air, we can hear the
rush of the green-blue, crystal clear water of the Havasu Creek. It roars with high speed
towards the Colorado River. But before reaching the Colorado it has to pass the Canyon
for another 12 miles and forms the famous waterfalls: the Navajo, the Havasu and the
Mooney Falls.
The most famous are the Havasu Falls; they are 1-½ miles from the Supai village. There
we find also our campground, our destination. Right now we are still 1 mile away from
Supai the 450 souls village. We are passing a green oasis in an area where only desert can
be found. The roaring water accompanies us until we reach the village. At the entrance is
already the center of Supai, a little place with a restaurant, the school and a general store
with the last mule post office in the US. All mail is delivered here and is also leaving
from here to the Rim by mule for distribution into the whole world. Many postcards with
the photo of the famous Havasu Falls start their long journey from here.
The only small church is also located here. The majority of the Havasupai have adopted
the Christian religion, but they also cultivate their old traditions and believe that the
mountains, the earth and the nature are a living part. They have found their own way to
live with both believes.

A few steps away from the center we found the only, small Lodge in Supai, in which
approximately 50 guests can find accommodation.
At the entrance there is also the Office of Tourism and the Management of the Camping
Ground. All permits are issued here (or refused if the numbers of visitors is too high). In
September, which is the best time because of the weather, the rush is not so big and the
chances for a permit on short notice are very good. Here, as well as in the school of the
village, modern times have taken over. They have high speed Internet and take care of the
web site www.havasupaitribe.com We receive a very friendly welcome. “Ah, MillerRanch, welcome, we are happy to see you again”. Each of us gets a ticket for the
baggage. The camping ground is booked in advance. There is only one campground for
guests with their own horses. But very seldom guests bring their own horses, this year we
are the first and for sure also the last.
Outside a number of kids are waiting for a ride with our Fox Trotter. Unfortunately we do
not have much time because we still have to cover the distance to the campground and
put up our tents. Antonie, our mule leader, already brought the baggage to the
campground. A little girl looks with big, yearning black eyes on to “Impressive’s Evita,
she desires a ride and Uli, our guest from Paris, grants her this wish, all other kids
applause.
A short ride and we have reached the campground. “This is a dream,” says Uli and Helga.
Helga wanted to do this trail since 8 years and she is thrilled. 8 years ago Helga visited
the booth of the Miller Ranch at the Equitana and since then this was her dream. These
are the best dreams if one can fulfill them. The tents are built quickly and the horses gets
their hey. A marvelous mild evening breeze and the rush of the Havasu Falls created a
tranquil atmosphere. We can understand that the Havasupai believe in the mountains, the
water and the earth are living. The Havasupai are strongly attached to their small gem at
the bottom of the Grand Canyon.
A beautiful morning is waiting for us in high spirits. All day long on our way to the
Mooney Falls and the Beaver Falls the rush of the water accompanies us. The descent is
not for everybody. Although the chains fastened to the rocks make it easier. One does not
have to be a professional climber. But the little effort is worth it and compensated with
extraordinary pictures of great scenery. Here we again feel respect for the universe that
made all this possible to exist.
There are not many hikers who make it down to the Colorado because it takes seven
miles and they are tough. The seven miles means climbing and crossing several waters.
We stop at the Beaver Falls and take a bath in this crystal clear water of green-blue color.
The water temperature is refreshing with 7o F; it stays constant all year round.
All the time Havasupais are visiting us in our camp and talk to us but the horses are the
main attraction.
The ascent is for our Missouri Fox Trotters an easy task. We wait until noon because then
all hikers and mule trains are on their way up to the Rim. Our horses have no problems
because 90 F is for them almost refreshing temperatures. Including a 30 minutes break
we cover the distance in 2 hours to meet our truck and trailer. The cooler on the truck is
still ice-cold because the ice did not melt. The beer has reduced itself somehow but it was
left enough for us.

Nothing has changed much during the last 5 years when we visited the Havasupai last
time. The campground has been restored after a big flood and we can find a lot of signs
with www.havasupaitribe.com A new street or rather a way from the campground is
bypassing the little village. The mule caravans with all the baggage don’t have to go
through the center anymore. Nature’s beauty is still unchanged and impressive; it creates
a long lasting memory. The Havasupai can be happy to live in one of the most beautiful
places on earth.
Old times and modern times, the harmony is almost perfect, but there is still the struggle
with the government concerning the mining of the uranium. Destiny so far has been with
the tribe; the prices for uranium are so low that mining is not profitable for the time
being. The outlook for an improvement is not there and that is why the Havasupais will
be able to continue living in their paradise.

