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Arizona: The Grand Canyon State

Introduction

Arizona, nicknamed the Grand Canyon State or the Copper State, became the 48th state on February 14, 1912. Approximately six million people currently live in this versatile state that is known for its deserts, canyons, pine forests, mountain ranges, lakes and valleys. The state’s motto is “Ditat Deus,” which means “God Enriches.” The state’s size is approximately 114 thousand square miles.
History

Not much is known about the earliest native cultures in Arizona, but there were probably people living in the area at least 27 thousand years ago. The Hohokam, a native group that existed from about 500 to 1450 A.D., were pit dwellers who lived in the desert by using  extensive irrigation systems. Between the 11th and 14th centuries the Pueblo Indians prospered and built elaborate cliff dwellings that still stand. My dad has seen one of these ancient apartment complexes at Mesa Verde (photo right) [image: image1] that was built by the Anasazi Indians, who are ancestors of the Hopi and Pueblo. A Hopi elder named White Bear (Oswald Fredericks) told my dad that the Hopis originally came from the south and are related to the Incas who lived at Macchu Picchu. White Bear said the anthropologists who claim they came across the Bering Strait land bridge are wrong. The Apache and Navajo came to the area from the north—what today would be called Canada.
The first Spanish explorer in “Arizona” was most likely Cabeza de Vaca in about 1530. A Franciscan friar named Marcos de Niza arrived there in 1539 and was followed by Francisco Vásquez de Coronado who came north from Mexico in 1540. Jesuits founded missions near Nogales and Tucson. Mexico controlled the Arizona region following the Mexican war of independence from Spain (1810–1821). Due to the dry, hot climate, there were relatively few settlers in Arizona although there were some fur traders such as Kit Carson who hunted beaver in the area.  
Plant and Animal Life 

Arizona’s native plants and animals have adapted to the state’s dry climate. One of the state’s most famous plants is the saguaro cactus, which is also th[image: image4.png]


e state flower (right).

The saguaro is a large cactus—about 50 feet tall and weighs about seven tons. Its flower color is white, and its flowering time is in May. The saguaro cactus lives up to 150 years and it grows from a seed the size of a pinhead. The saguaro cactus has skin with pleats that expand and contract. The saguaro also produces sweet fruits for animals, including humans, to eat.
     
         Another type of plant is a fishhook barrel cactus. The fish hook barrel cactus is about 2-7feet tall. Its flower color is shades of orange yellow and red. Its flowering time is in August through September. Fishhook barrels are named because their barrel shape and hooked spines,  and they are eaten by cactus beetles jackrabbits and pack rats.     
Arizona’s state tree is the Palo Verde tree. The name comes from Spanish and means “green stick” or “green pole.” The Palo Verde tree isn’t found in normal tree books because it isn’t a normal tree. It’s neither a hardwood nor deciduous tree, and it’s not a conifer or an evergreen. It’s not a palm tree.     
One of the state’s notable cats is the bobcat. Bobcats weigh between 15 to 40 pounds. They are smaller than jaguars and mountain lions but share many of the same relations as its larger relatives. They mostly eat cottontail and jackrabbits and other small rodents although it will eat insects and other types of prey. 
Another type of animal is a bighorn sheep. The subspecies of a bighorn sheep found in Arizona is the desert bighorn. It lives in the southwestern mountains and near the Grand Canyon. Common foods include the leaves, seeds of trees and shrubs, grasses, and cacti. The desert bighorn has a diet that is totally dry. 
The state bird is the cactus wren. The cactus wren is the largest wren in Arizona. It has a curved beak and a loud voice characteristic of wrens.





  
Geography 
The most general description of Arizona’s geography is that the state is desert in its bottom half and more mountainous in the north. Some parts of the state, such as Flagstaff, actually get snow during certain times of the year.

The most famous place in Arizona is the Grand Canyon. The Grand Canyon is a huge, wide open place. There is no other place quite like it on Earth. I’ve been to the Grand Canyon.  
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Besides being beautiful, it’s very dangerous, and many people have fallen to their deaths or died from exposure in the Grand Canyon. Some scientists believe it was created by erosion caused by the Colorado River, but White Bear said according to Hopi history, it was caused by a huge “cataclysm” a long time ago, which is a big Earth catastrophe. He didn’t tell my dad what kind of cataclysm it was. White Bear, as his name suggests, was part of the Bear Clan of the Hopi tribe. The Bear Clan included the “historians” of the tribe whose responsibility it was to know the history of the tribe going back thousands of years.

Another rare geologic feature in Arizona is Meteor Crater in the desert near The San Francisco Peaks near Flagstaff. Meteor Crater was formed when a large space rock exploded into the earth about 50 thousand years ago leaving a crater a mile wide. I’ve seen Meteor Crater in real life and it’s very impressive. In the center there is a white spot with some of the dirt and rocks. People have tried to mine the crater for nickel and other metal but have never found much.
Another interesting geological feature is the mesas that make up the Hopi Reservation near what’s called the “Four Corners” region: Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, and Utah. We visited the reservation on a day when the Indians were having a dance. People were sitting on the tops of houses all over the village at Oraibi to see the dance, and the dancers wore colorful costumes that have symbolic meaning. 
Ancestors of the Hopi were far more advanced in their thinking than most modern anthropologists acknowledge. In 1977 a formation at Chaco Canyon called the Sun Dagger was
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discovered.  Astronomers eventually realized this ancient stone device was an astronomical instrument that could determine the solstices and equinoxes, probably in order to time ceremonies. Another device made from stones and probably used for the same purpose was called the medicine wheel found in Wyoming. It’s amazing to think that Europeans thought the world was flat at the same time that American Indians were capable of making 
astronomical predictions based on awareness that the world is round. The idea that Indians were[image: image7.png]


 “savages” is simply not true. My dad says that white people’s calling Indians savages is a case of “psychological projection.” He says that when people can’t admit something bad about themselves, they often “project” that bad thing onto others like a movie on a screen. They can see in others what they can’t see in themselves. He says the Europeans who called the Indians savages were the brutal savages. 
After we left the Hopi Reservation we passed through the Navajo reservation (it surrounds the Hopi mesas) and were heading to the Grand Canyon, we stopped in Tuba City to see some real dinosaur footprints. They were bigger than pie plates. A very dark-skinned old Indian showed us the footprints for a tip. He had a worn piece of a cereal box that identified the dinosaur as some type of carnivorous allosaurus. That piece of cereal box seemed to be many years old, and so did the Indian.
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Famous People 
Linda Ronstadt is a famous country singer in Arizona. She celebrated her 60th birthday and said flowers are more important than groceries. She has recorded with people like Neil Young. She says now she sings whatever she feels. Another famous person is Cesar Chavez. He was a Mexican-American labor leader who organized farmworkers for better pay and working conditions. He led a famous boycott of grapes using the non-violent methods of Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. to fight for the rights of migrant farm workers in the southwestern United States. 
Another famous Arizonan is Senator John McCain who ran for president against Obama. My dad doesn’t think much of McCain and didn’t want to talk about him. He said McCain had been a pilot who had been shot down, captured, and tortured by the Viet Cong during the Vietnam War and consequently turned into a Republican.

Location


Arizona is located in the American southwest. It is bordered by the country of Mexico on its south, New Mexico to the east, California to the west, and Utah to the north. Arizona recently passed a law that makes it harder for “illegal immigrants,” but my dad says that Arizona used to be Mexico before white people stole it, so who are the real illegals? 

My Uncle Henry lives in Chino Valley, near Prescott, so I get to visit Arizona once in a while. Uncle Henry was my dad’s high school history and anthropology teacher, and they still visit each other after all these years. Henry is who introduced my dad to White Bear while “Bear” was still alive. White Bear considered Uncle Henry like a son. Incidentally, the Book of Hopi by Frank Waters was written through White Bear. It is a pretty famous book and is in pretty much every anthropology library in the country. My dad says meeting White Bear changed his life.
Here is a map of the counties in Arizona: 
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State Flag

The lower half of the flag is a blue field, the upper half divided into thirteen equal segments, six light yellow and seven red. In the center of the flag is a copper-colored five-point star. The red and the blue are the same shades as the flag of the United States of America, and it measures four feet high and six feet wide. The flag was designed by Charles W. Harris and first sewn by Nan D. Hayden. Blue and yellow are the Arizona colors and red and yellow the colors of the Spanish Conquistadores headed by Coronado who first came to Arizona in 1540. The copper star represents Arizona’s status as the nation’s largest copper producer.[image: image8.jpg]


 Some people think Arizona’s flag resembles the flag of Tibet: 
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I will always remember the beautiful state of Arizona and its many interesting features.
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