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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Walnut Canyon Dam in Walnut Canyon is dwarfed by the steepsided 400 foot walls of 
the winding canyon that cuts through the high forest lands of north central Arizona. 
Oak, ponderosa, and Douglas fir cover the rim lands and spill down over the steep walls, 
The twists and turns of the canyon cause some slopes to receive far mroe sun than 
others. In these areas the vegetation changes to sage, yucca, and cactus. The canyon 
walls are composed of Kaibab marine limestone layers resting on a smaller cross-bedded 
Toroweap formation of fossil sandstone. Walnut, Creek, which carved this spectacular 
formation, is a normally permanent stream.

Rising sharply from the solid rock bottom of Walnut Canyon at an elevation of 6,100 
feet is the Walnut Canyon Dam, a coursed ashlar limestone structure just outside the 
northeast corner of Walnut Canyon National Monument. The bottom of the canyon was 
so filled with debris of earth and stone that it was necessary to excavate 28 feet 
below the surface to reach bedrock, on which the dam was erected. The width at this 
point was but 30 feet, at the surface of the streambed 120 feet, and at the top of 
the dam 268 feet. The dam is 77.6 feet in height, with a thickness at its base of 
over 60 feet. The top of the dam is rounded in a parabolil and is 13 feet thick at 
a point 10 feet below the crest. The dam is arched upstream, constructed of tan, 
white, and grey colored limestone blocks mortared with port!and cement. The crest is 
capped by coping consisting of a single tier of oblong, cut stones placed end-to-end. 
Limestone blocks used in construction of the dam were quarried from the adjacent canyon 
walls. This design forms an exceedingly massive structure with an unusually large 
factor of safety.
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The Walnut Canyon Dam serves to illustrate man's ability to secure a permanent water 
supply in an arid environment. :

One of the earliest utilizers of water in Walnut Creek were the Sinagua people, who 
built their cliff houses along the canyon walls in the 12th and 13th centuries, and 
irrigated their crops growing in the canyon bottom lands.

The dam was constructed to supply water to the Transcontinental Atlantic and Pacific 
Railroad (later to become the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad). Rainfall is 
light in most of the area of northern Arizona where the railroad was being constructed, 
and there were no dependable permanent supplies of fresh water for the trains and 
stations along the route. Exploration into the canyons of Arizona's ponderosa forests 
revealed springs from which water could be piped to the railroad and hauled in tank 
cars. Even this did not supply the needed quantity; a dam was needed. Walnut Creek 
was a permanent stream and its narrow steep sided canyon was ideal for a dam site.

The dam was built from quarried limestone from the canyon, and a rail line was 
extended inside the canyon from Winona to the dam site for the construction, later 
to be used for water tank cars carrying water to the main line. The track was abandoned 
and removed in 1897 when a pipe line was put in. The water traveled by gravity flow to 
storage tanks at Anae*! near the main line at Winona. The exact date of construction is 

r unknown, but the reservoir filled up for the first time on March 8, 1898. Construction 
Ldates vary, but it is generally accepted that the dam was built in 1885 or 1886.

In 1903, D.M. Riordan built a dam upstream to create Lake Mary, to augment the water 
supply for the City of Flagstaff, and thus reduced considerably the flow of water in 
Walnut Creek. In 1939, local stockmen from the Kellum Ranch decided to release some 
of the water held by the railroad dam, for use by their stock downstream. They set off 
some dynamite near the north end of the dam, loosening the masonry to allow water to 
leak out, even when the water level was quite low.

In spite of these two diversions, the railroad pipeline continued in use until 1944. 
At that time, deep wells near the stations were drilled, and the dam and its water 
storage were no longer needed by the railroad.

The dynamite did little structural damage, and despite the impoundment of water at Lake 
Mary, the Walnut Canyon still holds water and occasionally overflows. The remoteness 
of the site has allowed the Walnut Canyon Dam and its setting to remain virtually 
unchanged.



9MAJOR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES
Arizona Republic, October 10, 1968.
Correspondence with owner, 1978.
Interview, Superintendent of Walnut Canyon National Monument, 1977.
Schuyler, James Dix. Reservoirs for Irrigation Water-Power and Domestic Water-

1909 s-j.^ 4 £>,.—T

ACREAGE OF NOMINATED PROPERTY. 

UTM REFERENCES

A| 1.2J I4l5,6l7i4i0l I3.8i9f1t4i0.5|
ZONE EASTING NORTHING

C I I I I , I , . I I , I . I , . I

BJ1.2I I4i5.6i7.4i5j 13.819 .'1 J3.5,5
ZONE EASTING NORTHING

Pi . I 11.1.. II i I . I_I

Lying in Walnut Canyon approximately 40 meters from the east boundary line of 
Walnut Canyon National Monument.
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