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FantasticLost World In

Mexican Valley
By DOUGLASNELSON RHODES.

No
superlative inventedby Hollywoodcan matchthe reality of

the Barrancade Copper(Canyonof Copper),forgottenvalleyof nine-
foot-tallblond giants and flying snakes in south-westChihuahua,

Mexico.

How this
primitivearea— larg-

er than the AmericanGrand
Canyon,with waterfallsup to
1175 feet high— has escaped
scientificattention

so long is a
mysteryonly slightly less aston-
ishingthan the placeitself.

Thislost worldhit the
headlines

recently

as a
result

of a
six-man

expeditionthat explored a small
segment

of the
barrancaduringa

gruelling58-daypack trip.Spon-
soredby the Los AngelesCounty

Museumand underthe
leadership

of an
ornithologist,WilliamJ.

Sheffler, the exploration team was
the first

well-equipped
and qualified

groupof
scientists

to
penetrate

deep
intothe

Barranca
de Cobre.

Sheffler and his companions

foundthat many of the "legends"

of the fabulous canyonwere factual.

For
instance,

theyverifiedthatcliff-
dwellersdo existtheremuch as did

WillinmJ. Sheffler.

their ancestors of 25,000 years ago
— veritable Stone Age tribesmen

living with their familiesin caves
alongthe steep canyon wall.They
also explored the steaming barranca

itself and declareit wider and

deeper than the Grand Canyon,

with countlessmillionsof giant
orchids, largerthan cabbages, grow-
ing in wild

profusion

on everyside.

They foundevidenceof greatsnakes
that "fly," mammoth nectar-eating

bats that flit swiftly throughthe
jungle,scores of new kindsof
birds, foxes, squirrels and mice.All
these and many other wonderswere
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verified by the Sheffler party.

BECAUSE of overwhelming

transportdifficulties, only a
few livingspecimensof
animal life were broughtout,

but enoughto cause a real stir in
biological and ornithological circles.

These included a dozen unclassified

pigmyowls,no biggerthana man's
thumb;and a pair of weird blue-

jays,one with yellowbill and eyes,
the otherwith blackbill and eyes—

a conditionnone of the ornitho-

logistscan explain. Many other
small specimensof floraand fauna.
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A view lookingdown into Mexico's Barranca de
Cobre-Canyon

of Copper.The canyonis thoughtto descendto about8000feet,
but littleis knownaboutthe greatvalley.

includingmany kinds of strange

birds'eggs, snakesand rodents,

were brought out in an embalmed

state.Nearly£2300 worth of film

was used to photographthe bar-

ranca's wonders,and thousandsof
feet of tape recordingswere made
of wild jungle sounds, primitive

music of the human inhabitants,

and the unidentifiedcries of unseen
animals.

"But we didn'treallyscratch
the surface of exploration," Shef-

fler said. "A dozen scientificpar-
ties couldspenda decade in the
Barranca de Cobre and still not

exhaust half its possibilities."

Only a handfulof whitemen
have ever penetrated the barranca

at all. One of theseis Paxton

Hayes, Los Angeles scientist-ad-

venturer, who made a lone expe-
ditioninto another part of its
mysterious fastnessin 1934. He
returnedwith photos and archaeo-

logical specimensthat set the
scientific world agog.

Hayes'original purpose in brav-
ing the

ruggedness
of the barranca

was to
investigate

the reports of
the cliff-dwelling aboriginesand
the legends of the flyingsnakes.

He set out alone, except for a
native guide,to find out for him-
self if thesethingsreallyexisted,

but he was soon
sidetracked

by
even more amazing discoveries and
never did reach the area where

the cave peoplelive.One day,
he and the guidepassedthrough

a slotin a rockthrough whicha
river once ran in ancient times.

Closeinsidethey came upon ruins
of what once had been a capital

city with giant buildings.

"They were constructedof a
cement-like masonrymixed with
bamboo.One of the mosque
type buildingsstill storedparticles

of grain," Hayes recalls.

Strangely,Hayes found no other
tracesof the lost

civilisation.

There
were no burialgrounds in the
city, but his guide

volunteered
the

information

that he knew of some
strange caverns about 45 miles
north.Hayes persuadedthe Indian
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to lead him there.He describes

in the
following wordswhat he

found:

"We
finally cameto a deepcan-

yon with sidessloping upwardto
a series of mesas. On the skyline

was a rock formation which re-
sembled a cathedral in ruins.It
seemedsymbolic of what we sought.

The cave beganwith a tunnel

and endedin a chamber about50
feethigh,25 feetdeepand 20
feet wide.We dug down through

the eightinches of dirt and then
strucka footof volcanicash.Be-
low thatwere34 huge burialbas-
kets made of mats woven from
fibre and bound with twisted yucca
rope.

"Every basket contained a body
wrapped like a

silkworm.
Of the 34

bodies,two were women.Nine were
mummifiedand the remainderwere
skeletons.After photographingthem
in their shrouldswe investigated

further. When the bodiesand bones
were straightenedout they measure-

ed from sevenfeet,six inches to
nearly nine feet tall!All except one
--a dwarf30 inchestall.

"I knew at once that we were

the
discoverers

of no ordinary In-
dian burialground, becauseevery
one of the mummies was a tawny

blond with delicatelyformedhands
and feet.A strange feeling crept
overme: I

realised
I was in a

cavern of kingswho must have died
thousands of years beforethe Chris-
tian era."

In the tombweretwo piecesof
furniture— two small four-legged

stoolschipped from solidpiecesof
wood. These added another puzzle;

the wood has not been
identified.

But the greatestmysteryof the
Hayesfindand perhapsthe key that
one day will solvethe riddle of

the blondgiants,was the saffron-

colouredburialrobes,plain except

for a
powder-blue pattern of latch

hooksand pyramids.Hayes brought

with him out of the barranca one
of these robes. Exposure to air soon
crackedit, however, and beforehe
reached civilisation the ancient
shroudwas in

fragments.Partsare
now in sealed casesin museums in
California and Arizona.Hayes kept
several other portionsand exhibits

themduringhis
lectures

on the mys-
teriesof Mexico.

CLOSE
examination

of the
burialcloth reveals neatly
hemstitched edges.Rows of
pyramids seem to hold some

sort of message for the scholar who

can divineit. On the triangles

are seriesof whitedots,all intri-

catelywoven into groupingswhich
recur throughoutthe pattern.Hayes
is convinced that such a labori-

ous job was never done without

reason, but the white-dot code has
yet to be cracked.

The number of whitemen who
penetrated the Barrancade Cobre
priorto the recentSheffler expe-
dition can be countedon the fin-
gers of one hand.The firstre-
ports of this fabulous area came
from a

prospector
who skirted the

edgesof it in the late 1880's. Lured

by
prospects

of
uncovering

a rich
copperdeposit from which the
placederives its name,he nearly

died beforehe got backto
civilisa-

tion.Littleattention was paid to
his talesof the vastness of the
canyonwith its weirdflyingsnakes,
although Indians and Mexicans

have long referred to the barranca

as "terra incognita"— secretland.
Hayesfoundonlya traceof the

flying snake-theshed skin--which

he
carefully packedback to the

U.S. The Shefflerparty verified

that such a reptile exists.In a
truesenseof the word,the

creature

doesnot
actually

fly;it glides
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fromtreeto treeand evenfrom
the canyon rim to the floormore
than a mile below.

In 1939,two
California explor-

ers,R. T. Mooreand George Lind-

sey, venturedinto the barranca,

but soon gave up and returned

without a singlespecimen.

havehada closelookat thecan-
yon'smarvelsis HenryL. Vaughn,

of SouthGate,
California.

Some
yearsago he entered it through

the somewhatmore accessiblenor-
thernend and

photographed

a
waterfallthat dwarfsanythingof
its kind in NorthAmerica. The
cataract,accordingto Vaughn,has
a sheerleapof 1175feet!He also

saw Indians,garbedin bearskin,

huntingwith the most primitive

bows and arrows.

The Sheffler expedition reported

thatthe
barranca itselfpresents abreath-takingbeautifulsight,par-ticularly

in earlymorning whena
fragranthaze lightly screensthe
10,000-footpeaks.Unlikethe
Grand Canyon,the Barrancade
Cobreis heavily woodedwithelms,
oaks and pinesand hundredsof
varieties

of
floweringshrubs.Liter-

ally
hundreds

of
millions

of giant
wildorchids

in everyhue growinthe trees.

The
barrancaformsan L, run-

ning40 milesin an
east-west direc-

tion,and thenmakingan abrupt
90-degree

turn and
continuing

60
milesin a

north-south direction

to
its pointof

confluence

withthe
FuerteRiverin Sinaloa.The
canyon, cut by the UriqueRiver
over a periodof

countless centuries,

formsa greatcorridor
to the

Fuertewhich,in turn,drainsinto
the Gulf of

California.

But it was the peoplewho dwell

in cliffsthat
interested

the ex-
plorersparticularly.

They belong
to the

Tarahumaretribeand speak

a
language related to the ancient

Aztec.Hardyand
intelligent,

they
live in widelyscatteredsmall
groupsand eke out a meagre exist-

encefromthe rockyhillside, using
only the most primitive tools.Goats
are their only

domesticatedanimal.

Not all
TarahumareIndians live in

caves,however.Shefflerwas sur-
prisedto finda numberof well-

built, two-storied
adobe houses

occupiedby the more
progressive

natives.Thesespokea little
Spanish,and made occasionalvisits

to villagessituated50
back-breaking

miles over the mountains.

All barranca nativeswere friendly

and extended a warm welcome to
the explorers

"It was probably the biggest

eventin their lives," one of the
expeditionmembers commented.
"We talkedwiththemthrough our
chiefguide,who actedas inter-
preter.They profferedtheir hos-
pitality,whichwe politelyaccepted

— though theyhadso
little

we were

carefulto reciprocate generously

from our own
supplies."

sleep inside their cliff homes
but do mostof their living

outsidein the "patio,"
which extends for miles. It is not
unusualto see mere babiesplaying

on the edge of precipices where a

misstepwould plunge them thous-
ands of feet to the canyon floor,

yet this causesno anxietyamong
the parents.Throughtheir inter-
preter, the explorerslearned that
Tarahumares "never fall off cliffs."

One of the most
noteworthy

ex-
periencesoccurredwhen the Shef-
fler

photographers

soughtto take a
pictureof a youngindianmaiden
at the entrance to her cave home.
Dressedin an ingeniouscalico-and-

goatskinensemble,the prettylass
showedshy interestwhen the
cameras were set up. But, just as
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the
visitors

wereaboutto snapthe
firstknownpictureof a genuine
cliff-dwelling equivallent of a bobby-
soxer,the girl turnedand darted

into her cave uttering some native
phrase as she went.

"We shouldhave been more care-
ful," chidedSheffler."The cameras
frightened

the poor girl— she prob-
ably thinksthey're some strange de-
vicesfor

casting
the evileye.Now

we'llneverget her to pose!"

But explorer Sheffler soon found
out thathe has muchto learnabout

the workings of the feminine mind.
For the Stone Age

bobby-soxer
re-

appeared in the cave entrance a
momentlaterwith a small,shiny
objectclutched in her hand. As
the explorerswatched in amazement,

she carefullypaintedher lips with
a

dime-storelipstick,then strucka
sophisticated

pose that matched the
best efforts of any Hollywood

cinema queen!


