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Carving Out the Grand Canyon

How did a river form one of the biggest canyons in the world?

The Grand Canyon is one of America’s most famous landmarks. This
enormous canyon stretches for 277 miles through northwest Arizona and is
nearly a mile deep in most parts. The colorful layers of rock that line the
canyon walls were exposed by the Colorado River as it carved out the canyon
over a period of millions of years. This mighty river still flows through the
bottom of the canyon today.

About 60 million years ago, movement of Earth’s tectonic plates formed
the Rocky Mountains rising to the north of the Grand Canyon. Every spring
since then, the mountain snows melt, and water runs downhill in streams and
rivers. About six million years ago, erosion formed the Colorado River. The
river carried its sediments downstream, and they wore away at the landscape
and slowly dug out the canyon.

As the river began to carve its path, the land around it was also rising
because of movement in Earth’s crust. Between five and 10 million years
ago, the land west of the Rocky Mountains formed a high, flat area called a
plateau. This rising land made the river deeper. It also made the Northern
Rim of the Grand Canyon more than one thousand feet higher than the
Southern Rim.

The Northern Rim is not only higher, but also colder than the Southern
Rim. The two sides have very different environments—forests grow to the
north, but the south is a desert.

All the water from the north side drains into the canyon. Some flows
into cracks in the rocks. In winter, this water freezes and expands, causing
rocks to break off and fall into the canyon—another form of erosion.

Over time, the growing canyon exposed about 20 strata, or layers, of
different colored rock. Each layer was formed by sediment that turned into
rock hundreds of millions of years ago. Most of it is marine sediment,
which tells geologists that the land was once under water. Some of the layers
even contain fossils of sea creatures, including sharks and squid.

The red layers in the
canyon contain iron oxide, and
the bottom layer is black rock
from about two billion years
ago. Scientists think this rock
may have once been a mountain
range that was even bigger than
the Rockies. As old as the
Colorado River is, it’s quite
young compared to the black
rocks at the canyon’s bottom.
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. Over a period of millions of years, erosion caused by the carved out the
Grand Canyon.

a. Arizona River
b. Colorado River

NAME

2= the letter of the best answer to each question below.

~ ¢. Grand River

d. Rocky Mountains

Much of the water that flows through the canyon starts as
~ a. sediment.

b. erosion.

€. snow.

d. iron oxide.

5 What did geologists conclude based on the fossils and sediments found in the canyon’s different
layers of rock?

a. The fossils were carried there by the Colorado River.
b. The fossils became buried in sediment when the Rocky Mountains formed.
¢. The Northern Rim is much older than the Southern Rim.

d. The area where the Grand Canyon formed used to be undersea.

=22 your answers on the lines below.

4 What role did plate tectonics play in forming the Grand Canyon?

. 3 Do you think the Grand Canyon is still growing? Explain your answer.

fying Concepts and Processes

1 the layer of black rocks at the bottom of the Grand Canyon is two billion years old, what does this tell
about how old Earth is?
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