
Sullivan Richardson’s 1939 Hole-in-the-Rock 
Photography and Filming Expedition 

Sullivan Richardson of the Detroit News, 
who was a member of the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and 
his Detroit News colleague Arnold 
Whitaker embarked on an expedition on 
June 22, 1939, to photograph and film 
the San Juan pioneers’ route between 
Bluff, Utah, and the Hole-in-the-Rock 
crevice. After reading of the San Juan 
pioneers’ unsurpassed barriers years 
earlier, Sullivan and Arnold wanted to 
see the pioneers’ challenges firsthand, 
and they wanted to share their findings.1  

Richardson solicited help from San Juan 
area communities to finance the 
expedition outfitting cost. The towns of 
Bluff, Blanding, and Monticello, as well 
as the San Juan County Commission,             Expedition photo, Hole-in-the-Rock crevice in the background. 
made contributions.2    
                                   

Hired Expedition Outfitter and Guide Zeke Johnson and his assistant Jim Mike 
Zeke Johnson Jr.  operated a mule / horse outfitting and guide service to Bridges National 
Monument from Blanding, Utah. He was hired by Richardson to outfit the expedition and 
served as one of the guides.3  At that time, Zeke Jr.’s father Zeke Sr. was the ranger / 
custodian of Bridges National Monument. Many years earlier, prior to Lake Pagahrit’s 
natural dam in Lake Canyon washing away, Zeke Sr. worked as a cowhand for a cattle 
operation that used Lake Canyon for winter grazing.4 Lake Canyon was a significant site on 
the Hole-in-the-Rock trail. Zeke Jr. likely learned of the Hole-in-the-Rock trail to Lake 
Canyon, and possibly beyond, from his father.       
 
Jim Mike, a Piute Indian, was famous for his role in guiding the first white men to Rainbow 
Bridge in 1909. At the time of Sullivan’s expedition, Jim Mike was living in or near Bluff, 
Utah. Jim was an employee of Zeke Johnson. Jim had spent most of his early life in Piute 
Canyon and around Navajo Mountain on the south side of the San Juan River.5 From that 
area the Native Americans could cross the San Juan River, connect with the Hole-in-the-
Rock trail, go west up the Hole-in-the-Rock crevice, and continue to the Kaiparowits 
Plateau to hunt deer and/or go to the town of Escalante to trade goods. Alternatively, the 
Native Americans could go east to Lake Canyon, Clay Hills, the Bears Ears area and 
beyond.  The trading expeditions from the Navajo Mountain area via the Hole-in-the-Rock 
trail to Escalante continued well into the 1940s.6 It is likely that Jim Mike utilized these 
routes while living in the Navajo Mountain area and would have become very familiar with 
the Hole-in-the-Rock trail. Note that Native American trails in the area predate the Hole-
in-the-Rock trail and the town of Escalante. Substantial portions of the Hole-in-the-Rock 
trail follow early Native American routes/trails.   



 
In addition to black and white photos of the trail, Sullivan took 16mm color footage. Outside 
of Hollywood, color films were a novelty at the time. Sullivan showed his film of the Hole-in-
the Rock trail to audiences in Detroit, Michigan, and cities in Utah. Sullivan’s black and 
white photographs and color film are the first-known images to be taken of the Hole-in-the-
Rock trail.   

Sullivan Richardson’s expedition and the Hole-in-the-Rock story was published in the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints publication, The Improvement Era, January 
1940, Volume 43, Number 1. 
 
The following pages contain The Improvement Era January 1940 article courtesy of 
“Archive Viewer.” The poor-quality images in the article were replaced with scanned images 
of Sullivan Richardson’s original photographs. These photographs are in the University of 
Utah’s Marriot Library Special Collections.  All of the replaced images in the article are 
identical to the original publication’s images with the exception of the left image on page 21 
and the image on the last page. The originals of these two images do not exist in the U of U 
collection. However, the images used are the same subject/scene but different poses.   
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   Color images of the Richardson Hole-in-the-Rock expedition personnel, captured from the 16mm Hole-in-the-Rock 
   footage and enhanced with artificial intelligence technology. 

Availability of the 16mm Footage 
In 2000 MacDonald & Associates, a historical film archive based in 
Chicago, acquired Sullivan Richardson’s film from the Richardson 
family. In 2010 the Library of Congress acquired all 40,000 reels of the 
MacDonald historic film collection.  

With the help of a research librarian at the Moving Image Research 
Center of the Library of Congress, Sullivan Richardson’s film was 
located. Sullivan Richardson’s sons, Dave, Sully, and Steve granted 
permission to have the Library of Congress digitize the film for the 
Hole-in-the-Rock Foundation and for the foundation to make the film 
available to the public. The Hole-in-the-Rock Foundation paid for the 
digitization process. The film, which is in very poor condition, will be 
made available after it is color corrected and enhanced/repaired to the 
extent possible with AI technology.  

  Image of a newspaper ad  
  concerning the showing of  
  the film in the Detroit area. 
 

The Hole-in-the-Rock excursion was not the end of Richardson and Whitaker’s adventures. 
They became quite famous in 1941 for their “Richardson Pan America Expedition,” driving 



a car from Washington, D.C., 14,000 miles to the tip of South America. Then in 1948, they 
did an Antarctic expedition. An internet search will lead to more information and videos of 
these and other Richardson expeditions. 
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