USUMACINTA CANYONS AND RAPIDS – Preliminary report

CANYONS AND PORTAGES 


With an accurate map of rapids, swift stretches, slow sections, and type of shoreline it is possible to better examine possible ancient portages.  Between Boca Lacantun and Boca del Cerro the Usumacinta passes through eight canyons more or less, depending on where you divide them.  The three commonly cited differ only in having more exposed cliff.  I find Canyon #1, #2, etc. awkward, so I’m assigning informal working titles in quotes, based on a main feature, to unnamed canyons.  The canyons are:

Encajonado de Gonzales, 7 km long.  

Upstream of Frontera Corozal, so not surveyed on our trip.  It reportedly has some strong eddies, but no difficult rapids.

Relative Difficulty – Probably less than 0.2

“Short Canyon”, 4 km long, ending 2 km above Tower Station

Short Canyon just has a strong current, rocky shores, and high escarpments on each side.

Relative Difficulty – 0

“Chicozapote Canyon” (includes Chicozapote Falls), 25 km, from Anaite I to Arroyo Macabilero

Chicozapote Canyon is the longest (it could be subdivided at the El Chicozapote site), but it is not the hardest.  It has a few Class 1s and only one serious rapid, Class 2 (3) Chicozapote Falls (Raudales de Anaite), which does not appear to require a portage going either up or downriver.  

Relative Difficulty– 0.32

“Piedras Negras Canyon” (includes Raudal de Piedras Negras), 9 km, from Arroyo Jerusalem to El Porvenir

Piedras Negras Canyon also has only one hard rapid but is swift and turbulent throughout.  It appears to all be lineable going upriver, generally on the left shore.   At high levels Class 2-3 Raudal de Piedras Negras (Raudal El Porvenir) would become unlineable when the river reaches the bottom of the cliff on the left shore.  This roughly corresponds to the upper limit of most mooring stones.

Relative Difficulty– 0.44

“Cola del Diablo Canyon” (includes Raudales Cola del Diablo, Colalito, and Pepito), 12 km, El Porvenir to where the current eases up about 4 km below Budsilha Falls. 

Cola del Diablo Canyon contains not only Class 2-3 Cola de Diablo but also Class 2 Colalito, an unnamed Class 2, Class 2 Pepito, a Class 1-2, and three Class 1 rapids.  It has the highest concentration of Class 2 or greater rapids on any part of the Usu’.  Much of the shoreline is jumbled boulders and bedrock.  Lining a loaded dugout upriver would have been grueling and dangerous work.  Frans Blom’s map of Peten from the John Geddings Gray Mem. Expedition in 1928 titled the rapids from Cola to Colalito the “Salto Grande”, the Great Falls of the Usumacinta.   

Relative Difficulty– 1.08

Iguanas Canyon, 7 km, Balanced Rock to Raudal El Tumbador

Iguanas Canyon starts with a Class 1-2 rapid and ends with its hardest rapid, the Class 2-3 Raudal El Tumbador.  In between are Class 2-3 Raudal La Linea (Raudal Baluarte) and four lesser rapids.  In the heart of the canyon is a sheer walled slot about 60 m wide.  There appears to be no way to line, paddle, or pole a boat up through the modest rapids in the slot.  

Relative Difficulty– 1.54

San Jose Canyon (includes San Jose Rapids), 13 km, from one km below San Jose Usumacinta to 6 km above Lindavista

San Jose Canyon is almost all flatwater, with a surprisingly moderate current.  Only the Raudal San Jose, twin Class 3 rapids just 0.5 km long combined, block easy travel through the canyon.  A portage there would have made the whole canyon navigable.  The left shore is cliff and the right has large boulders so a portage would have been short but tough.  The only other rapid in the canyon is San Joselito 2 km below San Jose los Rieles.  It is certainly “Little” San Jose, barely rating a Class 1.

Relative Difficulty– 0.54

Boca Del Cerro Canyon, 3 km, Lindavista to Boca Bridge

At medium water levels Boca del Cerro Canyon has no rapids and a moderate current between high cliffs.

Relative Difficulty- 0

In addition to the canyons listed above, the Usumacinta courses briefly through two narrows.  Neither is big enough to call a canyon but they are included for completeness.  Two km below Bethel bedrock and boulder shores pinch the river for one km.  On the right is a Guatemalan hill called Punta de Gallo.  Four km below the Yaxchilan landing the hills close in, the shores become rocky, and the current speeds up for 1.5 km.  Neither has any rapids so their Relative Difficulties are each 0.  The narrows are brief previews for the real canyons.   

The Relative Difficulty is the sum of the classes of all rapids, even Class ½ riffles, divided by the length of the canyon.  A class 2-3 is 2.5 for the math.  The resulting decimal has no absolute meaning, but does express the relative challenge of one river section vs another going downstream, and to a fair extent upstream also.

The two most difficult canyons, considering frequency and class of rapids, and particularly the task of lining back upriver, are Cola del Diablo Canyon and Iguanas Canyon, but not the expected San Jose Canyon.  No single rapid is impassable going downriver, but both canyons have challenging obstacles to returning upriver.  A single 20 km portage between El Porvenir and Francisco I. Madero would have avoided both Cola del Diablo and Iguanas Canyons.  It would have bypassed 38 km of river, including 10 km of easy river between canyons.  


Cola del Diablo Canyon could be avoided by a 13 km carry from El Porvenir to a beach 7 km below Busilha Falls, but there is no viable portage from the mouth of the Rio Chocolha past Iguanas Canyon.  That canyon cuts through one of the highest mountain ranges in the region.  A portage would either require a 600 m climb over the mountain or a long detour to cross the ridge farther west.  Neither option seems practical.  

Between El Porvenir and F. I. Madero a portage along first a level valley, and then through a low pass, would have been both shorter and much less work than trying to portage each canyon separately. The large concentration of mooring stones at El Porvenir indicates heavy past use of the harbor.  There are Maya sites at each end of the suggested portage.   


This does not mean that the Maya never canoed below El Porvenir.  As Dave Pentecost has suggested, Busilha Falls would have been a tempting destination, and some moorings were found on the right shore near the falls.  It is possible to leave the Usu’ at the Rio Chocolha and head west (not north) on foot.  An untitled mid20th century blueprint map (Roberto Arimany, 1985) of the region shows a Camino de Terraceria, “dirt-track road”, climbing west from the mouth of the Rio Chocolha past its 4 km canyon to eventually connect with the Tenosique-Palenque road.  

Canoes could have shuttled back and forth on the 13 km of mostly easy water between Busilha and the Rio Chocolha.  Any boats venturing below the Chocolha may not have expected to return upriver.  Large canoes brought down through all the canyons would have found ready buyers in the lowlands.   However the overall scarcity of moorings and lack of Maya sites between Busilha and the Chocolha suggest only limited use of the river in between.

BUSILHA FALLS, Observations on Formation

Busilha Falls appear to be caused by the interaction of the wet season rise of the Rio Usumacinta and the carbonate load of the Rio Busilha.  The Rio Busilha can’t erode in dry season.  The Santo Domingo E15D45 Mx, 1:50,000 topo shows an intermittent segment 2 km south, where the Busilha runs underground at low levels.  When the Busilha resurges it is saturated with calcium carbonate.  In the dry season the falls grow as the falling water evaporates, depositing travertine.  

When the Busilha is up in the wet season, it is not fully saturated and is capable of mechanical erosion.  However, the Usumacinta is then near its wet season maximun.  The top of the falls corresponds to the Usumacinta’s bankfull level.  Local base level is the river surface.  Most or all of the falls are underwater and the Busilha can’t erode them at all.  The only erosion is by the Usu’ in the dry season.   The Usu’ trims back the bulge of travertine and keeps it from encroaching too far into the main river.

USUMACINTA RAPIDS, with Stats

Name




Class
Drop/m

Location

Unnamed rapids



1
0.5 

Frontera Corozal waterfront

Unnamed riffles



½
0.2

1.5 km below Arroyo Yalchilan

Unnamed small rapids


1
0.3

0.5 km below Tower Station

Unnamed small rapids


1
0.3

at San Jacinto

Unnamed rapids 1 km long

1
0.5

ending at Anaite I site

Unnamed riffles



½
0.4

2 km below Anaite I site

Raudal La Pared (Raudal Chico)

1
0.5

5.5 km below Anaite I site

Chicozapote Falls (Raudales de Anaite)
2
4

7.3 km below Anaite I site

Raudal Piedra de Nemeguey

1
0.6

Piedra de Nemeguey

Unnamed rapids



1
0.3

at El Chicozapote site

Unnamed rapids



1
0.3

1 km below El Chicozapote site

Unnamed rapids



1
0.3

11 km above La Playona

Unnamed riffles



½
0.2

6 km above La Playona and 1 km 









above Split Beach

Unnamed riffles



½
0.2

2 km below La Playona

Unnamed riffles



½
0.2

2 km below Anaite I site

Unnamed riffles



½
0.2

0.5 km below Arroyo Jerusalem

Raudal El Desempeno


1
2?

At black rock 1.4 km below









Arroyo Jerusalem

Raudal de Piedras Negras (El Porvenir)
2-3
4?

1.5 above P.N. landing


Subtotal



15

Frontera to El Porvenir

Unnamed rapids 


2
2

2 km below El Porvenir

Raudal Cola del Diablo (Salto Grande)
2-3
3.5

2.5 km below El Porvenir

Unnamed rapid



1
0.5

4 km below El Porvenir

Unnamed rapid



1
0.5

5.3 km below El Porvenir

Raudal de Colalito


2
3

6 km below El Porvenir

Unnamed rapid



1-2
1

7 km below El Porvenir

Unnamed rapid



1
0.5

1.1 km above Busilha Falls

Raudal de Pepito


2
1.2

2.5 km below Busilha Falls

Unnamed riffles



½
0.2

5 km below Busilha Falls


Subtotal



12.4

“Cola del Diablo Canyon”

Unnamed riffles



½
0.2

3.8 km above Rio Chocolha

Unnamed rapids



1
0.5

at mouth of Rio Chocolha


Subtotal



0.7

between canyons

Unnamed rapid



1-2
1

1 km below Rio Chocolha

Raudal La Linea (Raudal Baluarte)
2-3
2

at the Mx-Guate border

Unnamed rapid



1-2
1

0.5 km below the border

Unnamed rapids



1
0.5

in narrows 2.2 km below border

Unnamed rapid



1-2
2

3 km below the border

Unnamed rapids



1
0.5

5 km below border

Raudal El Tumbador 


2-3
1.3

4.5 km above F. I. Madero


Subtotal



8.3

Iguanas Canyon

Raudal San Jose, first drop

3
2

6 km below F. I. Madero

     “        “       “   , second drop

3
3

6.3 km below F. I. Madero

  (Raudal Grande de San Jose)

Raudal San Joselito (Chico)

1
0.3

11 km below F. I. Madero


Subtotal



5.3

San Jose Canyon




Total drop

41.7 meters

The river drops approximately 70 meters in 144.5 km from Frontera Corozal to Boca del Cerro.  The total length in rapids is approximately 9 km.  Height of drops were carefully estimated for the larger rapids.  Subtracting the rapids’s drop and length leaves an estimated drop of 28.3 m in 135.5 km of flatwater.  The overall slope from Frontera to Boca is 0.48 m/km.  The slope for just the flatwater computes to 0.21 m /km (1.1’/mi).  Flatwater in canyon sections was swifter than in non-canyon sections and appeared to have a slightly steeper slope.  We did not have adequate equipment to measure the difference, if any.  The change in current speed could have been totally due to the river “necking down” in canyons.

A dam at Boca del Cerro with a 30 m pool would flood back to the Rio Chocolha and possibly a few km farther.  The backwater of a 46 m dam would extend to Raudal Piedras Negras and flood the El Porvenir waterfront.

All ratings and drops are for the water levels observed between 3-27-04 and 4-5-04.  It was judged to be the rafter’s medium-high level.  In terms of Bankfull, the water level was far below high wet season levels.  See Bankfull measurements to relate water level to bankfull level at select sites.

At the observed water level there were 31 rapids and 8 riffles.  Only 14 were Class 1-2 or higher in difficulty.   Ten of those were in Cola del Diablo and Iguanas Canyons.   At a lower level more riffles might appear and some rapids might shift half a class up or down.  

The term “raudal” is a local term meaning “rapids”.  It was used on the Usumacinta in the 19th century and is still in common use so I have applied it instead of “rapidos”.  Older or alternate names are in parentheses.

Ron Canter

5-27-04
