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From the “dean of Western writers” (The New York Times) and the Pulitzer Prize winning–author
of Angle of Repose and Crossing to Safety, a fascinating look at the old American West and the
man who prophetically warned against the dangers of settling it In Beyond the Hundredth
Meridian, Wallace Stegner recounts the sucesses and frustrations of John Wesley Powell, the
distinguished ethnologist and geologist who explored the Colorado River, the Grand Canyon,
and the homeland of Indian tribes of the American Southwest. A prophet without honor who had
a profound understanding of the American West, Powell warned long ago of the dangers
economic exploitation would pose to the West and spent a good deal of his life overcoming
Washington politics in getting his message across. Only now, we may recognize just how
accurate a prophet he was.
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Benny:This is a book in the area of your vast competence, one that you might have written more
appropriately and certainly more authoritatively than I. It is dedicated to you in gratitude for a
hundred kindnesses, the latest of which is the present introduction, but the earliest of which
goes back nearly twenty years. I could not omit a word of thanks for all this without feeling that I
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that is the history not of a personality but of a career.I am not interested in Major Powell’s
personality, though that is generally considered the excuse for a biography, and though he was a
man, by the testimony of those who worked with him and loved him and hated him, electric with



energy and ideas. I am interested in him in other ways: As the personification of an ideal of
public service that seems peculiarly a product of the American experience. As the source and
mouthpiece of ideas three quarters of a century ahead of their possible fulfillment, yet rooted in
that same American experience. As the father of government bureaus far-reaching in their own
effects and influential in the models they provided for other and later government agencies.
Above all, as a champion and an instrument of social understanding and social change. Like
Lester Ward, his one-time employee and firm friend, Major Powell repudiated that reading of
Darwinism which made man the pawn of evolutionary forces. In his view, man escaped the
prison in which all other life was held, because he could apply intelligence and will to his
environment and bend it.In these pages I have dwelt somewhat long on an early and relatively
unimportant, though adventurous, episode: the running of the Colorado River. I have done so
because though Powell’s later activities were of much greater national importance, the river
journey was symptom and symbol. Though some river rats will disagree with me, I have been
able to conclude only that Powell’s party in 1869 survived by the exercise of observation,
caution, intelligence, skill, planning — in a word, Science. A man or a civilization could do the
same. Major Powell’s attempts to impose order on whatever he touched, and especially on the
development of the western states whose problems he knew as no one in his time knew them,
are the real subject of this book.His understanding of the West was not built on a dream or on
the characteristic visions of his time, for on one side he was as practical as a plane table. The
mythologies of the seventies and eighties had as little hold on him as the mythological tales of
Hopi or Paiute: he knew all about the human habit of referring sense impressions to wrong
causes and without verification. His faith in science was a faith in the ultimate ability of men to
isolate true — that is, verifiable — causes for phenomena. Also, he knew a good deal about the
human habit of distorting facts for personal gain, and he fought western land interests and their
political hatchet-men for years, out of no motive but to see truth and science triumph and the
greatest good come to the greatest number over the greatest period of time, according to the
American gospels.More clearly than most of his contemporaries he demonstrated that
fundamental affinity between Democracy and Science that made America after the Civil War, in
spite of scandal and graft and unprecedented venality, one of the exciting and climactic chapters
of history both intellectual and social. He was one of those who in his education and in his
confirmed beliefs seemed the culmination of an American type, though his own family arrived in
America barely in time for him to be born here.Also, he was one of the illustrious obscure who
within the framework of government science achieved unusual power. He did much solid good
because he combined with personal probity an ability to deal with politicians. And if he was more
optimistic about the future of America and the world than is now fashionable, a review of his
career reveals that a large amount of his work both for science and for democracy has not only
lasted but has generated more of the same. We have gone a good long way toward his principal
recommendations with regard to the West; three generations after some of those plans were first
proposed, they seem of an extraordinary prescience.All of which is to say that though someone



like Clarence King may warrant a biography because of his personality, his wit, the brilliance of
his conversation and the glitter of his circle, Powell’s effect upon his country was that of an
agent, or even of an agency. I have tried to treat him accordingly.In the preparation of this
biography I have benefited from the help and advice of scores of individuals and organizations.
Some of the work has been done under grants from the Milton Fund of Harvard University, the
Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery, and the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial
Foundation. The American Philosophical Society has kindly helped with microfilm problems.
Among librarians I have yet to find a surly or unhelpful individual: I think librarians will inherit the
earth. And the list of those to whom I owe a debt of gratitude is appended here, not to form a
cordon through which a reader has to break to get at Powell, but as an inducement: If such as
these have been interested in him and his work, he must be worthy of attention.For kindness
and assistance of every sort, I am especially grateful to Bernard DeVoto of Cambridge,
Massachusetts; Henry Nash Smith of the University of California; Dale L. Morgan of Salt Lake
City; Francis Farquhar, George R. Stewart, Otis Marston, and Paul Taylor of Berkeley, California;
William Culp Darrah of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania; Lindley Morris of Bloomington, Illinois; Charles
Kelly of Fruita, Utah; J. C. Bryant, Superintendent of the Grand Canyon National Park; the late
Norman Nevills of Mexican Hat, Utah; Professor Robert Taft of the University of Kansas; Beau
mont Newhall of Eastman House, Rochester, New York; Ansel Adams of San Francisco; Paul
and Frances Judge of Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming; Struthers and Katherine Burt of
Three Rivers Ranch, Moran, Wyoming; Louise Peffer of the Stanford Food Research Institute; J.
O. Kilmartin, Chief of the Map Information Service of the United States Geological Survey;
Matthew Stirling, Paul Oehser, and Miss Mae Tucker of the Bureau of American Ethnology;
Professors Ben Page, J. E. Williams, and the late Bailey Willis of Stanford University, and V. L.
Vander Hoof, formerly of Stanford; Leroy Hafen of the Colorado Historical Society and
Marguerite Sinclair of the Utah State Historical Society; Thomas Manning of Yale University; and
by no means least, the staffs of the libraries where I have had the pleasure of working: Widener
Library of Harvard University; Bancroft Library, University of California; the Stanford University
Library and the Branner Geological Library, Stanford University; the Henry E. Huntington Library;
the National Archives, the United States Geological Survey, and the Bureau of American
Ethnology in Washington; the New York Public Library; and the McClean County Historical
Society of Bloomington, Illinois.Thanks are due to the Pacific Spectator for the right to reprint the
chapter “Adding the Stone Age to History” in Part IV, and to the Western Humanities Review for
the chapter on “Names” in Part II.ILLUSTRATIONSFOLLOWING PAGE 92THE CANYON
COUNTRYThe Artists View1. The popular notion of a canyon. Black Canyon, by Baron F. W. von
Egloffstein.2. The stunned imagination. Egloffstein’s “Big Canyon,” first picture of the Grand
Canyon ever made.3. The romantic imagination. Gilbert Munger’s chromolith, “Canyon of
Lodore.”4. The footsteps of history in a land of fable. El Vado de Los Padres, by John E. Weyss.5.
An able painter meets a great and difficult subject. “The Transept,” by Thomas Moran.6. Art
without metaphor. The Grand Canyon country, by William Henry Holmes.7. “A great innovation in



natural scenery.” Another view of the Grand Canyon country by William Henry Holmes.8. Art and
record. Photograph by E. O. Beaman; drawing by Thomas Moran.THE CANYON COUNTRYThe
Camera’s View Portraits1. Marble Canyon, photographed by J. K. Hillers.2. Grand Canyon above
Lava Falls.3. The mirror case. Major Powell and a Ute woman.4. Picturesque America, 1873.
Thomas Moran and his writer Colburn, on Moran’s first trip to the Grand Canyon
country.INTRODUCTIONA BOOK called The Growth of American Thought was awarded the
Pulitzer Prize for history in 1944. At the end of a chapter on “The Nature of the New Nationalism”
the central figure of Mr. Stegner’s book makes a momentary appearance. A passage which all
told is nearly two pages long is discussing “the discovery of the West by a group of scientists
who revealed it to the rest of the country.” (They revealed it, we are to understand, primarily as
interesting scenery.) A paragraph pauses to remark that at the time these scientists made their
discovery, the frontier was vanishing but it had “left distinctive traces on the American mind
through its cult of action, rough individualism, physical freedom, and adventurous romance.”
Here are four fixed and indestructible stereotypes about the West, all of them meaningless. No
wonder that on the way to them Mr. Stegner’s subject is dismissed with a sentence which
records that “the ethnologist and geologist, John Powell, who explored the Colorado River, the
Grand Canyon, and the homeland of Indian tribes of the Southwest, promoted extremely
important geological surveys for the federal government.” In his bibliographical notes the
historian of American thought adds, “Major John Powell’s Exploration of the Colorado River of
the West and Its Tributaries is a classic.”Thus “John Powell” was an explorer who embraced the
cult of action, whatever that may be, and went down the Colorado and wrote an adventure story.
He also had something to do with geological surveys which were “extremely important” but not
important enough to be specified. Our historian perceives in them nothing that bears on the
growth of American thought. Nor does he mention the classic which Powell wrote, Report on the
Lands of the Arid Region of the United States. Indeed nothing suggests that he has heard of it. It
states, and states systematically for the first time, the conditions that control human life and
society in forty per cent of the area of the United States. But because the historian of thought
approaches the West with a handful of clichés, the conditions of life and society are not
important. What counts is the book he names, an “adventurous romance.”Which is fair enough
and no doubt inevitable. True, one historian who understood John Wesley Powell and his
importance, Mr. Walter Prescott Webb, had discussed him at length before the one I have
quoted wrote his book. But most of his colleagues had not even heard of Powell in 1944, and still
haven’t. This un-awareness represents a serious gap in historical thinking — which is the only
reason for quoting a prizewinning book here. Otherwise it would be enough to say that Powell
was one of those powerfully original. and prophetic minds which, like certain streams in a
limestone country, sink out of sight for a time to reappear farther on. It will not do to sum up so
briefly. For the reason historians have ignored Powell is that the preconceptions with which they
have approached the area Powell figures in correspond exactly to the misconceptions with
which the American people and their government approached the West.Powell’s importance is



that seventy-five years ago he pierced through those misconceptions to the realities. His career
was an indomitable effort to substitute knowledge for the misconceptions and to get it acted on.
He tried to repair the damage they had done to the people and the land and to prevent them
from doing further damage. He tried to shape legal and political and social institutions so that
they would accord with the necessities of the West. He tried to conserve the West’s natural
wealth so that it could play to the full its potential part in the future of the United States. He tried
to dissipate illusions about the West, to sweep mirage away. He was a great man and a prophet.
Long ago he accomplished great things and now we are beginning to understand him ... even
out west.That is the burden of Mr. Stegner’s memorable book. My part here is to explain why
writers of history have for so long failed to understand the massive figure of John Wesley Powell
and therefore have failed, rather disastrously, to understand the fundamental meaning of the
West in American history.One of the reasons for that failure is beyond explanation: the tacit
classification, the automatic dismissal, of Western history as merely sectional, not national,
history. No such limitation has been placed on the experience of the American people in New
England, the South, or the Middle West. These sections are taken to be organic in the United
States and cannot safely be separated from their functional and reciprocal relationships. When
you write Southern history in the round you must deal with such matters as, for instance, the
cotton economy, the plantation system, slavery, States’ rights, the tariff, secession, the Civil War,
and Reconstruction. They are so clearly national as well as Southern in implication that it would
be impossible to write about them without treating them in relation to the experience of the
nation as a whole. The same statement holds for the historical study of, say, Southern
institutions, Southern politics, and Southern thinking — to ignore their national context would
clearly be absurd. Southerners too are acquainted with “action” if not a cult of action, and are
known to value “individualism” if not a rough kind of it. We may observe, even, that the South has
had some awareness of “physical freedom” and “adventurous romance.” But an intellectual
historian would not write a summary which implied that history need inquire no further — would
not dismiss Jefferson with a sentence about his governorship of Virginia or Calhoun with one
about his term in the legislature of South Carolina.The experience of the West is just as
inseparable from the central energies of American history. Any major Western topic, or any
commonplace Western phenomenon, involves those energies the moment it is glanced at. Thus
a favorite garment in the West (as in rural places throughout the United States) is a shirt whose
trade name is Big Yank. It is a cotton shirt — made of a fiber once grown only in the South but
now grown competitively in the West. It is a manufactured article — a product of industry located
outside the West. So it cannot safely be dissected out from the national system. And the more
you look at it, the more clearly you see that this involvement is complex. You encounter the
mercantile-colonial status of the Western economy, the drainage of Western wealth eastward,
the compensatory process of federal benefactions, preferential freight rates, and myriad
concrete facts related to these — all national in implication. Make the shirt a woolen one and you
bring in the tariff, absentee ownership of the West, Eastern control of Western finance, and the



stockgrowing portion of Western agriculture. And if you will look at the woolen shirt just a little
longer it will lead you straight to the basic conditions of the West.Unless you are deflected or
dazzled by its “adventurous romance.” Or by your historical preconceptions.The West was the
latest and most adventurously romantic of out frontiers, and its history has been written, mostly,
as frontier history. When the word “frontier” is used in history it has, to begin with, been raised to
a tolerably high degree of abstraction. And its inherent abstractness has been almost
immeasurably increased by a hypothesis which has dominated much writing about the West and
has colored almost all of it, Frederick Jackson Turner’s theory about the function of “the frontier”
in American life. That theory has, I suppose, begotten more pages of American history than any
other generalization. Till recently no one dreamed of writing about the West without its help.
Indeed its postulate of a specific kind of “frontier” independence, which it derives from the public
domain and which it calls the principal energy of American democracy, has heavily buttressed
our illusions about the West. So our problem here exists in a medium of pure irony. For, to
whatever degree the Turner hypothesis may be applicable to American experience east of the
100th meridian, it fails almost altogether when applied to the West. The study of a single water
war, in fact of a single irrigation district, should reveal its irrelevance. Indeed as one who has
written extensively of our sacred Western symbol, the covered wagon, I have frequently found
myself wondering if the study of a single wagon train ought not to suffice.But two other facts
affect our problem more. In general, historians have been content to postulate that American
institutions, orientations, and habits of thought which developed east of the 100th meridian
maintained their form and retained their content after reaching the West, whereas in fact a good
many important ones did not. In the second place, historians have generally been ignorant of or
incurious about natural conditions that determine life in the West, differentiate it from other
sections, and have given it different orientations. Since the importance of John Wesley Powell is
entirely related to those differences, historians have naturally had no reason to perceive it.
Presumably anyone nowadays is well enough informed to understand that the engaging
nonsense of William Gilpin, which Mr. Stegner uses so effectively to illuminate Powell’s
achievements, is and always was nonsense. But the point is that anyone who is not well
grounded in Western geography, topography, and climate could easily be led to dismiss Powell
as precisely the kind of eccentric Gilpin was.Well, there isn’t much rain out west. There is not
enough rain to grow crops and so additional water has to be brought to them for irrigation. The
additional water falls as snow on the mountains, it melts, and it flows down the brooks to the
creeks and down them to the rivers. If you build dams, you can hold the runoff for use when and
where it is needed. Then if you construct systems of canals — increasingly complex systems as
you take the melted snow farther — you can bring the water to town mains and to the fields that
won’t grow crops without it. The historical process which we call the westward movement
shattered against these facts. Neither hope nor illusion nor desire nor Act of Congress could
change them in the least. But they were even harder for the American people to accept than they
have been for historians to understand.There is no need to describe how the “quarter-section”



acquired mystical significance in American thinking — the idea that 160 acres were the ideal
family-sized farm, the basis of a yeoman democracy, the buttress of our liberties, and the
cornerstone of our economy. It was certainly true, however, that if you owned 160 acres of flat
Iowa farmland or rolling Wisconsin prairie, you had, on the average, a farm which would support
your family and would require all its exertions to work. So the quarter-section, thought of as the
proper homestead unit, became the mystical one. But in the arid regions 160 acres were not a
homestead. They were just a mathematical expression whose meanings in relation to
agricultural settlement were disastrous.To begin with, what kind of land? A hundred and sixty
acres of redwood or Douglas fir or Western white pine never could be a homestead — but they
were a small fortune. Hence the personal and corporate timber frauds which stand high in the
record of our national corruption. A hundred and sixty acres of arid range land could not provide
forage for enough stock to support a family. Hence two kinds of land fraud, on a large scale by
wealthy or corporate stockgrowers to acquire big ranges, on a small scale by poor individuals
trying to acquire the self-supporting homesteads that they could not get legally. What about 160
acres of valley farmland with the rich mineral soil of the West and capable of being irrigated?
Two considerations: to irrigate so large a tract would usually cost more than an individual owner
could afford, and the farming made possible by irrigation would mostly be so intensive that so
big a farm could not be worked by a single family.So the land in the arid country had better be
classified, and the unit of ownership, the size of the homestead, had better be adjusted to the
realities. Our system had always resisted land-classification for the public domain — the official
ruling that standing timber was not farmland — in the interest of speculation and graft. But in the
arid country not to classify land would on the one hand facilitate monopolization of land, and on
the other hand would perpetuate and institutionalize the bankruptcy of Western homesteaders.
And unless the unit of ownership was changed there would be no way of squaring either public
or private interests with the immutable facts. But both changes would mean fundamental
alteration of our legal and land system, and would produce further changes in many institutions
related to them. The sum of change required was so great that the American mind did not take it
in — and went on believing that there must be some way of licking climate or that climate would
adapt itself to men’s desires. Against this inherited set of mind, the tumultuous and tragic
experience of the West could not prevail.Again, not only what kind of land but whereabouts? A
small holding that included a water source could prevent access to the basis of life and so would
give its owner the usufructs of a much larger area which he could keep others from owning.
Adjoining holdings along a stream could similarly dominate a much larger area. So at small
expense (and by fraud) a corporation could keep individual stockgrowers from a really vast area
it did not own but could thus make use of. Or a corporation could not only charge its own price
for water, that is for life, but could control the terms of settlement with all that settlement implies.
Here was another powerful force making for monopoly and speculation. Clearly, that is clearly to
us now, the West could exist as a democratic society only if the law relating to the ownership and
use of water were changed. The changes required were repugnant to our legal system and our



set of mind, and again the experience of the West produced turbulence but not
understanding.Moreover, to bring water to land at any distance from the source was an
undertaking expensive beyond the ability of an individual landowner to afford. As the distance
increased it would become expensive beyond the ability first of co-operative groups, then of
profit-making corporations, and finally of the individual states to afford. At the heyday of
“individual enterprise” elsewhere in the United States, therefore, the natural conditions of the
West demanded federal action in the procurement of water. And this was repugnant not only to
our set of mind but, especially, to our mystical vision of the West, the very citadel, so we insisted
on believing, of “rough individualism.”Furthermore, if in large parts of the West the individual
landowner required a homestead of at least four square miles, then the traditional pattern of
settlement would result in his living in fearful isolation from his kind. Loneliness, hardship, and
social deterioration would inevitably follow. (Which is the history of the high plains down to the
automobile and the coming of good roads.) What the Western realities demanded was not the
ranch pattern of the Dakotas but the village pattern of the Spanish-American Southwest and of
Mormon Utah. And in the arid region the traditional political organization within the states, by
counties, would be cumbersome, illogical, and intolerably expensive. Far better to avoid such
irrational units and to organize politically in accord with the Western realities, by river valley or
watershed.This does not state all the immutable conditions of the West against which
institutions and eventually ideas shattered but it will do here. The history of the West derives
from them — a history of experience failing to overcome in time our thinking, our illusions, our
sentiments, and our expectations. The results were hardship, suffering, bankruptcy, tragedy,
human waste — the overthrow of hope and belief to a degree almost incredible now, and only
now beginning to be understood in the historical context.These principles are described and
analyzed, and most of the institutional changes necessary to bring Western society into effective
accord with them are stated, in Powell’s Report on the Lands of the Arid Region of the United
States. In fact, they are set forth in the first forty-five pages of that monumental and astonishing
book, a book which of itself opened a new era in Western and in national thinking. It is one of the
most remarkable books ever written by an American. In the whole range of American experience
from Jamestown on there is no book more prophetic. It is a scientific prophecy and it has been
fulfilled — experimentally proved. Unhappily the experimental proof has consisted of human and
social failure and the destruction of land. It is a document as basic as The Federalist but it is a
tragic document. For it was published in 1878 and if we could have acted on it in full, incalculable
loss would have been prevented and the United States would be happier and wealthier than it is.
We did not even make an effective effort to act on it till 1902. Half a century after that beginning,
we are still far short of catching up with it. The twist of the knife is that meanwhile irreversible
actions went on out west and what we did in error will forever prevent us from catching up with it
altogether.Yet those statements, though true, will not hold of themselves. For meanwhile, before
the effective beginning was made, institutions which Powell founded were amassing the
knowledge that made the beginning possible. And they were steadily changing American



opinion as they added to knowledge — to the treasury of knowledge that is the heritage of all
mankind. And they, with what has issued from them, have steadily changed not only American
social and political institutions but the structure and functions of the government of the United
States. Finally, as this change has progressed it has become a force which, joined with others
working in the same direction, has greatly changed our ideas of what government ought to do
and how it should do what it ought.That story, however, is Mr. Stegner’s book. I began by alluding
to a gap in historical understanding which has caused distortions in the writing of American
history. Mr. Stegner has now filled the central and biggest part of that gap. Henceforth a
prizewinning book about American intellectual history will not dismiss Powell as a believer in the
cult of action who wrote an adventure story.Mr. Stegner’s subject is nineteenth century America
and the part the West played in creating twentieth century America — wherein, how, but most of
all why. He has added a basic book to the small shelf of books that give history basic knowledge
of Western experience. As recently as twenty years ago there were no such histories, at least
there were none sound enough and understanding enough to be used for interpretation. There
are just about enough of them now, they have amassed just about enough basic knowledge, to
justify someone in bringing them together to construct a new general synthesis of American
history. Any day now we may expect the appearance of a historian with a generalizing mind who
is bent on achieving a hypothesis about the West in American history that will square with the
facts. When someone achieves it, it will be a more realistic and therefore a more useful theory
than Turner’s.BERNARD DEVOTOITHE THRESHOLD1. Independence Day, 1868ON JULY 4,
1868, about the time when Henry Adams was turning back toward New York to face a new and
sharply altered America after ten years of study and diplomacy in the service of the old, two men
who would have been worth his attention as a historian were going about their business on the
western edge of the Great Plains.One, the Honorable William Gilpin, was at fifty-five a veteran of
large actions and an old Western hand.1 He had been a friend of Andrew Jackson‘s, and
Jackson’s personal appointee to West Point; his brother had been Attorney General in Van
Buren’s cabinet. Gilpin himself, blown westward by an accidental encounter with Frémont’s
expedition in 1843, had gone with Frémont as far as Walla Walla and then continued to Fort
Vancouver by himself. He had brought back to Washington the 1844 petition of settlers in the
Willamette valley for American occupation, and had become an authority and adviser on
Western affairs to Washington statesmen, including Thomas Benton of Missouri. As a major in
Doniphan’s First Missouri Volunteers he had fought Mexicans in 1846, and later than that he had
joined expeditions against the Comanches and Pawnees. When Abraham Lincoln went to
Washington to face the consequences of his election as President of the United States, William
Gilpin went with him; for weeks he slept in the White House as one of the volunteer bodyguard of
one hundred, a service which he relinquished to become the first territorial governor of Colorado.
In that office he had been active and effective in holding Colorado for the Union, and he had
been through all his life a consistent and impassioned advocate of the imperial dynamism of Old
Bullion Benton.Speaking to the Fenian Brotherhood in the capital of the seven-year-old territory



of Colorado on this Fourth of July, 1868, he repeated and summarized the things he had been
saying in speeches and books since before the Mexican War and would go on saying until his
death. It is almost awe-inspiring to contemplate this veteran Westerner, with twenty-five years of
hard firsthand experience behind him, as he stands up in the raw frontier town of Denver and
looks clear over the continent of facts and into prophecy.“What an immense geography has
been revealed!” he shouted at the sweating Fenians and their guests. “What infinite hives of
population and laboratories of industry have been electrified and set in motion! The great sea
has rolled away its sombre veil. Asia is found and has become our neighbor.... North America is
known to our own people. Its concave form and homogeneous structure are revealed. Our
continental mission is set to its perennial frame....”Gilpin’s version of America’s continental
mission he had already elaborated in 1860, in a book entitled The Central Gold Region, The
Grain, Pastoral, and Gold Regions of North America with Some New Views of Its Physical
Geography and Observations on the Pacific Railroad. He would reprint it with additions in 1873
as The Mission of the North American People, and extend its ideas in 1890 in The Cosmopolitan
Railway. The Manifest Destiny which he had learned from Benton, and which was a creed and a
policy of his generation, was a passionate vision to Gilpin. He saw the West through a blaze of
mystical fervor, as part of a grand geopolitical design, the overture to global harmony; and his
conception of its resources and its future as a home for millions was as grandiose as his
rhetoric, as unlimited as his faith, as splendid as his capacity for inaccuracy.All the wishful
convictions of his time and place had his credence. The Great American Desert whose
existence had been vouched for by travelers and vaguely indicated on maps at least since the
report of Zebulon Pike in 1810 was waved away with a gesture. The semi-arid plains between
the 100th meridian and the Rockies, plains which had barred settlement and repelled Spaniard
and Anglo-American alike, were no desert, nor even a semi-desert, but a pastoral Canaan.
Belief in such a desert, he said, had preceded settlement, the location being put ever farther
west like the homeland of the White Indians, until now it pinched and disappeared before the
eyes of gold seekers and pioneer farmers. Gilpin joined the politicians and the railroads, eager
for settlers, in finding most of the plains region exuberantly arable. He had distinguished
corroboration for his belief that artesian waters would unlock the fertility of the whole subhumid
region east of the Rockies, and if he had chosen to he could have quoted everything from
frontier folklore to government geologists in support of the theory that settlement improved the
climate, that in very truth “rain follows the plow.”2No hindrances to settlement now existed, Gilpin
said; the Mississippi Valley which now supported eighteen million people could easily support
eighteen hundred million, ten times the total population of the Roman Empire under Trajan and
the Antonines. On the more westerly plains, though there was little surface timber, a beneficent
Nature had so disposed the rooting system of the low growth that settlers were able to dig for
firewood and find plenty. And on these plains, once the wild herds were exterminated, three
domestic animals could be pastured where one wild one had formerly roamed.Throughout the
vast concave bowl of the continental interior was illustrated the unifying effect of geography, for



here where everything ran toward the center instead of being dispersed and divided by central
mountains, the people could never be divided into a hundred tribes and nations as in Europe,
but must be one. The native race was an illustration: all the tribes from Florida to Vancouver’s
Island exhibited a “perfect identity in hair, complexion, features, religion, stature, and language.”
To this same healthful homogeneity our fortunate geography would within a few generations
bring white Americans also.But marvelous and fecund as the valley was, the great plateau
region, including the parks of the Rockies, was more wonderful. Superlatives were futile for the
description of the salubrity, richness, health, prosperity, and peace this West offered. The painful
struggles of earlier times and harsher climates would not be found. Even houses were
unnecessary, so temperate were the seasons. The aborigines used none, and Gilpin himself, in
six years of living there, had rarely slept under a roof. (The Mormon handcart companies who
starved and froze on the Sweetwater in 1856 might have been astonished to hear this; likewise
the men of Frémont’s 1848 expedition, reduced to the practice of cannibalism in the Colorado
mountains.)Agriculture was effortless: no forests needed clearing, manual tillage was not
required, even the use of the plow was not essential, so eager were seeds to germinate in this
Paradise. As the plains were amply irrigated by underground and artesian waters, the plateau
was watered by mountain streams of purest melted snow, and to arrange fields for irrigation was
no more trouble than fencing, which the ditches here superseded. No heat or cold, no drouth or
saturation, no fickle climate or uncertain yield, afflicted this extensive region, and no portion of
the globe, even the Mississippi Valley with its potential eighteen hundred millions, would support
so dense a population. San Luis Park would in time become as renowned as the Vale of
Kashmir; South Pass would be a gateway more thronging than Gibraltar. And all up and down
the length of the cordillera that stretched through two continents, the unlimited deposits of
precious metals assured the people of a perennial and plentiful supply of coin. In a moment of
caution, keeping his feet on the ground, Gilpin admitted that there were a few — a very few —
patches of gravelly and unproductive soil in the mountain parks, but he hastened to add that
these could be depended upon to contain placers of gold.Owning a territory that stretched from
sea to sea and brought America face to face with Asia on the West as it was face to face with
Europe on the East; possessed of unlimited gold and other resources; endowed with a
population energetic and , enduring, which the peculiar geography of the continent would soon
blend into one people; blessed with a political system divinely appointed to emancipate the
world’s oppressed millions and set an example that would recreate the globe; tested and unified
by the late bloody civil strife, and with a geographical position squarely upon that isothermal
zodiac which had nourished all the world’s great civilizations, America lacked nothing for the
most extravagant future. On the brink of the mountain West (and already past the threshold of
the Gilded Age) Gilpin looked into the sunburst dazzle of Manifest Destiny and panted for words
to express his triumph and his vision.And he had some justification. West of the hustling capital
on Cherry Creek the gulches were pouring out gold. North of it the Union Pacific tracks had
crossed the pass between Cheyenne and modem Laramie and were approaching the



continental divide at Creston. The tracks that had already surmounted altitudes greater than any
railroad had surmounted before would ceremoniously mate with the Central Pacific rails north of
Great Salt Lake on May 10 of the next year. Instantly the hardships of a continental crossing
would be replaced by the luxury of Mr. Pullman’s palace cars, and the symbolic union at
Promontory would convert virtually a whole nation to the optimism of seers like William Gilpin.
The cattle which would replace the buffalo were already coming north from Texas, beginning the
fleeting romantic history of the cowboy West. The buffalo which were to be replaced were
already being hunted to death for their hides or the sport of tourists, and it would not be too
many years before the pioneer farmers of Kansas would make two and a half million dollars
simply by clearing their fields of bones and shipping them east to fertilizer mills. Within five years
of the time Gilpin spoke, literally millions of hides would go east via the Union Pacific, Kansas
Pacific, and Santa Fe.3 The West was ready to welcome its happy settlers.But on the same day
when Gilpin summarized his geopolitical and prophetic extravaganza for the Fenians, an
exploring party was camped a few miles out of Cheyenne, in what would in three weeks become
Wyoming Territory. It included something over a dozen people, among them the wife and sister
of the leader. Some of the rest were college students, some were teachers, some were amateur
naturalists, one or two were merely tourists. All were so recently arrived that the camp was a
disorderly collection of duffle and half-broken mules and half-organized intentions. Backing the
expedition was an assortment of scientific and educational institutions, all in on a penny ante
basis: the Illinois Natural History Society, the Illinois Normal University, the Illinois Industrial
University, and by virtue of some donated instruments and some good advice, the Smithsonian
Institution.Leading the party was a man who before he was through would challenge almost
every fact and discourage every attitude that William Gilpin asserted or held about the West —
challenge and attack them coolly and on evidence — and in place of Gilpin’s come-all-ye frenzy
would propose a comprehensive and considered plan for the opening of the regions beyond the
100th meridian. That plan, beside Gilpin‘s, would be so sober as to seem calamitous; it would
employ consistently what a recent historian rather unhappily calls “deficiency terminology” 4
when speaking of the West, and it would be decades before parts of it would get a calm public
hearing.If William Gilpin was enthusiastically part of his time, yapping in the van of the
continentally confident, Major John Wesley Powell was just as surely working against the current
of popular optimism in the policies he developed, and decades ahead of it in his vision. It was to
be his distinction and in a way his misfortune that in an age of the wildest emotionalism and
nationalist fervor he operated by common sense, had a faith in facts, and believed in system. It
was also one of his distinctions that in an age of boodle he would persist in an ideal of public
service which most public men of the time neither observed nor understood.Major Powell was
no pioneer Westerner as Gilpin was. The summer of 1868 was only his second summer in the
West, and he was thirty-four years old to Gilpin’s fifty-five. As yet he was not much of anything —
not much of a scientist, not much of a schoolteacher, not much of an explorer. But to the
problems which the West suggested, and which from this time on absorbed his interest and



shaped his career, he brought eventually science where Gilpin brought mythology, measurement
where Gilpin brought rhetoric; and he brought an imaginative vigor as great as Gilpin’s but much
better controlled and much closer to fact. In his one trip to the Rockies in the summer of 1867 he
had learned more basic truths about them than Gilpin would ever know. By the end of his career
he would know the West as few men did, and understand its problems better than any.He would
know enough to correct Gilpin in all his major assumptions and most of his minor ones. Even in
1868 he knew enough not to say that “North America is known to our people.” On the maps he
carried there were great blank spaces: in less than a year he would be embarked on an
exploration that would replace hundreds of square miles of cartographical guesswork with
information. As part of his mature work he would plan and begin the systematic mapping of the
whole country, a project that even yet is incomplete and will never be finished as he planned it.
Through years of public life he would resist with all his energy the tide of unreasoning, fantasy-
drawn settlement and uncontrolled exploitation that the Gilpins explicitly or implicitly
encouraged. He would continue to believe in a modified Great American Desert, to talk in
“deficiency terms,” to insist that instead of supporting eighteen hundred million people the
Mississippi Valley could be made, in its trans-Missouri reaches, a barren and uninhabitable
wasteland by the methods used to irritate it into fertility. He would protest the plow that broke the
plains, he would deny that rain followed the plow, he would fight Western Congressmen and
Senators and land speculators and dreamers who persisted in the Gilpin belief in ample artesian
water under the Dakota buffalo grass. Instead of taking on faith the existence of unlimited seams
of metals and coal, he would have a large hand in the careful survey of all these resources, and
he would have the vision to add water and grass and land and timber to those limited and
destroyable riches. He would have the courage to seek a revision of the public land laws and a
modification of the sacrosanct freehold of 160 acres to match the conditions of the West, and
would fight for his proposals cunningly and tenaciously. He would labor to conserve the public
domain and to withdraw lands from entry in order to protect for posterity and the public good
watersheds and dam sites and playgrounds. The irrigation which to Gilpin was simpler than
building fence would be a lifelong study to Powell, and he would father a public interest in the
subject that would eventually flower in the Newlands Act of 1902, establishing the Reclamation
Bureau which has remade the face of the West. He would be a prime mover in the establishment
of the federal government as the sponsor of science for the public welfare. Instead of preaching
unlimited supply and unrestrained exploitation he would preach conservation of an already
partly gutted continent and planning for the development of what remained.And even the matter
of racial homogeneity. It is hard to imagine what enthusiasm could have led Gilpin to say that all
of the North American Indians were of one stature, language, complexion, religion, and culture.
A glance at Gallatin’s work would have told him differently; his own experience with Indians
should have forced him to other conclusions. Powell would demonstrate, the first to bring a
comprehensive order and system to the study, that the Indians were on the contrary of an
incredible variety in every way. He would undertake the classification of all the Indian languages,



would study Indian myth and folklore, and would found a government bureau whose whole
purpose was the scientific investigation of that variety, before the tribes were obliterated by the
tide of Gilpin’s settlers. In the course of those ethnological studies, he would contribute to the
remaking and enlarging of the science of cultural anthropology.But all of these activities,
knowledges, and achievements were in the future. On July 4, 1868, they lay around in Powell’s
mind half realized and half intended, as much in need of thought and discipline and organization
as the half-organized camp of the Rocky Mountain Scientific Exploring Expedition.2. The
Dynamics of a Homemade EducationTHE BOY HENRY ADAMS, appraising the careers that
were open to him, felt that of all the possibilities, the West offered him least. “Neither to a
politician nor to a business-man nor to any of the learned professions did the West promise any
certain advantages, while it offered uncertainties in plenty.” 1 Adams could not have been
expected to know in 1854 the shape of things to come, but the reminiscent Adams who was
writing his Education in 1905 might have admitted that to certain politicians — Lincoln, Grant,
and Garfield among them — as well as to certain businessmen — Miller and Lux, Isham, Henry
Villard, Leland Stanford — as well as to numerous teachers, preachers, writers (Twain, Howells,
Bret Harte, Hamlin Garland, Edward Eggleston) — the West had offered not merely opportunity
but golden opportunity. One did not have to like everything the West brought into the nation’s life
to be aware that it had brought something, even that long before 1905 it had come to have a
certain dominance in national affairs. Yet Adams, forgetful or not of how the nation’s center of
gravity had shifted from the Quincy and Beacon Hill of his boyhood, was certainly right in not
going west to grow up with the country. Whatever his education had prepared him for, it had not
prepared him for that. That took an education of a special kind. To grow up with the West, or to
grow with and through it into national prominence, you had to have the West bred in your bones,
you needed it facing you like a dare. You needed a Western education, with all the forming and
shaping and the dynamics of special challenge and particular response that such an education
implied.The thing that many western boys called their education would have seemed to Adams
a deprivation, so barren was it of opportunities and so pitiful were its methods and equipment.
Considered in any way but in terms of its results in men and women, it was a deprivation. But the
men it produced over a period of several generations showed such a family resemblance that
until immigration drowned them under they constituted a strong regional type, and their virtues
as exemplified in a Lincoln or a Mark Twain force the conclusion that this crude society with its
vulgar and inadequate culture somehow made noble contributions to mankind. John Wesley
Powell, without being a Lincoln or a Mark Twain, was of that persuasion, one of a great company.
It is worth looking for a moment at how he was made.It is easy enough to summarize: he was
made by wandering, by hard labor, by the Bible, by an outdoor life in small towns and on farms,
by the optimism and practicality and democracy of the frontier, by the occasional man of
learning and the occasional books he met, by country schools and the ill-equipped cubs or worn-
out misfits who taught them, by the academies and colleges with their lamentable lacks and their
industry and their hope, by the Methodism of his father and the prevailing conviction that



success came from work and only to the deserving. If there were not many opportunities, if the
cultural darkness was considerable, it was also true that in that darkness any little star showed
as plainly as a sun.A homemade education did something to the people who acquired it, and a
homemade education was not the exclusive invention of the western settlements. Any rural area,
once frontier, retained some of the stamp: the boyhood of a Thurlow Weed or a John Burroughs
or a Jay Gould in upstate New York was not greatly different from the boyhood of a Lincoln or a
Garfield or a John Muir in the Midwest. But in the Midwest, over immense regions of a peculiar
homogeneity in climate, geography, people, and economic status, the homemade education
was typical, and it was made more typical by the way in which successive westering waves
repeated the whole process in new country. Ohio and Kentucky repeated the backwoods
experience of Massachusetts and New York and Pennsylvania; Indiana repeated Ohio; Illinois
and Wisconsin and Michigan repeated Indiana; Iowa and Minnesota and Missouri repeated
Illinois and Wisconsin; the Dakotas and Nebraska and Kansas repeated, or tried to repeat, Iowa
and Minnesota. 2The bearded, one-armed young man who commanded the Rocky Mountain
Exploring Expedition, and who had acquired the lifelong title of Major in the same volunteer
service that cost him his arm, was almost classically a product of that special frontier education.
His character, his ideas, his very weaknesses and his peculiar strengths derived from a social
and intellectual climate nearly rudimentary, nearly unformed, but of a singularly formative kind.
He is not comprehensible as man or as career except in the context given memorable
expression by Lincoln, and containing, among Powell’s own contemporaries, such distinguished
names as Garfield, Mark Twain, Howells, Eggleston, Muir, Garland and Lester Ward. These, and
many others like them, at once expressed and helped to shape the emerging West. The
education of John Wesley Powell is less interesting as a personal than as a regional experience.
3Wandering was a part of it, and the wandering led always west. Born in Mount Morris, New
York, the eldest son of an immigrant Wesleyan preacher, young Powell spent his boyhood in
Jackson, Ohio, near Chillicothe, and knew what it was to be stoned as an abolitionist for his
father’s sake, and learned something of the southern Ohio country from the reports his father
brought home from the circuit, and watched a town grow up from raw beginnings around him,
and had some chance to observe leading men of the town and region. By the time he was twelve
he was adding the rural experience to that of the small town, taking over the major responsibility
for a frontier farm in Walworth County, Wisconsin, southwest of Milwaukee. By the time he was
eighteen he was helping his family to move across into Bonus Prairie, Illinois, and was ready
himself to break loose on a series of summer trips and summer jobs that took him from St. Paul
to New Orleans, from Pittsburgh to St. Louis, across Michigan, Wisconsin, Missouri, up and
down the Mississippi and its tributary rivers. The principal purpose of those trips was amateur
natural history, but they were adventure too — and education. The Civil War could hardly be said
to have dragged him away from home; his home had been hardly more than a wharf to tie his
boat to for years. And no sooner was the war over than his itchy foot led him west. His migratory
family finally came to rest, long after Powell had broken away, in Emporia, Kansas.An



acquaintance with books and learning was not a thing that a frontier boy like Powell could take
for granted; he had to seize it as he could. Abe Lincoln said it for every such boy with brains and
dreams in his head: “The things I want to know are in books; my best friend is a man who’ll git
me a book I ain’t read.” A frontier boy with a lust for books was not choosy. It is hard, in an age
with more books than it wants, to comprehend the enduring passion for reading that kept Lincoln
up half the night with his bushy head almost in the fire, and led John Muir to rise at one o‘clock in
the morning to read and work on inventions, and induced Powell, hauling grain to market from
the Walworth County farm, to put under the wagon seat any books he happened to have
available, to be read on the slow tedious road. A frontier child who liked to read read what he
could lay his hands on, and he laid hands on some peculiar things and in odd quarters. The boy
who got a homemade education rarely could buy books until he was well grown, though Edward
Eggleston’s father took the precaution of providing in his will for a library for the use of his sons.
Generally a boy borrowed his reading, and generally there was someone whom accident or
ambition had tossed out on the frontier who brought his love of books and some of the books
themselves to the wilderness. Inferretque deos Latio. Acquiring learning in the rural Midwest was
like an elaborate egg-hunt — but the rules were fair; there were always eggs if you hunted long
and hard enough. Somebody always turned out to have a book you hadn’t read.Quite as often,
somebody in town or within reach turned out to have some sort of intellectual or professional or
scientific interest or capacity, too, and that when it showed was a very bright star to tell direction
by. In an extraordinary number of cases that first man of learning or enthusiasm that a frontier
boy encountered gave his life a twist that it never outgrew. It happened that when Lincoln walked
twenty miles to borrow books in Rockport, he borrowed them from Pitcher, and Pitcher was a
lawyer. It happened too that from Dave Turnham, the constable at Pigeon Creek, he borrowed
The Revised Laws of Indiana, adopted and enacted by the general assembly at their eighth
session. To which are prefixed the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution of the United
States, the Constitution of the State of Indiana. And it happened that Ann Rutledge’s father
sponsored a debating society, and that Abe Lincoln came. The accidents of his light-starved
youth pushed him toward the law and politics just as surely as Edward Eggleston’s contacts with
Julia Dumont and with his stepfather in Vevay pushed him toward literature and the ministry, or
Mark Twain’s and William Dean Howells’ experience in the print shops that Lincoln called the
“poor man’s university” pushed them toward a career in words.There was more than one “poor
man’s university,” and more than one profession into which a boy with a homemade education
could be directed. Though free schools did not come to the Midwest until after 1848, and though
illiteracy in 1840, when Powell was six years old, ranged from about 5½ per cent in Ohio to more
than 14 per cent in Indiana and Illinois,4 there were forces which had some of a school’s effects.
The Methodist circuit riders were one such force, both through their preaching and through the
books and tracts they distributed. Peter Cartwright is said to have given away as much as a
thousand dollars’ worth of reading matter in a single year, and the very character of the circuit
rider’s mission took him to places where reading matter was most needed. Three fourths of the



early students of Asbury (DePauw) University came from homes that were visited by itinerant
Methodist preachers. What impulse toward learning and a wider world was generated by the
crude culture of those men it would be impossible to measure, but it was undoubtedly great.
Powell, like Eggleston, had it in his own home — though that fact probably made it less rather
than more acceptable. The Powell family also had, as virtually every pioneer household had, a
Bible, and they read it, and read it aloud.Lawyers too rode a circuit, and they too were a civilizing
force, though considerably more tainted with rum and broad stories than the preachers. The
offices which they maintained at home, and the libraries of law books with which they stocked
them, were universities just as surely as the print shops were, and more Americans than Andrew
Jackson and Lincoln got much of their learning reading law with a patron. But the law never
touched Wes Powell; and the Methodism of his father was so far overcome by his more secular
reading that he refused to study for the ministry and by the refusal threw away his father’s help
toward a college education. He wanted to study for something quite different from the ministry,
and the reason he did was that in Jackson, Ohio, he had met one of those frontier men of
learning who so often gave a homemade education its motive and its direction.This man,
George Crookham, was a successful farmer, an abolitionist active in the Underground Railroad,
and a self-taught man of science. Crookham had a private museum filled with Indian relics and
natural history specimens. He had a library of scientific works of which he was very proud. His
friends among the scientific and political leaders of Ohio included William Mather, the state
geologist, Salmon P. Chase, the head of the Liberty Party, and President Charles Grandison
Finney of Oberlin. And he had adjoining his museum a room in which without fee he gave
instruction to all young men who wanted it. When the heat of the slavery issue made the
common school unsafe for young Wes Powell in that border town, Crookham undertook to
instruct him.They read Gibbon and Hume, among other things, but Gibbon and Hume were not
the sources from which Powell learned most. For a boy of less than ten, even a light-starved
frontier boy, those were pretty tough going. But natural history excursions into the fields and
woods, sometimes with Crookham alone, sometimes with Crookham and Mather, were pure
delight. Crookham, who partook of that taste for “natural philosophy” that kept the eighteenth
century alive on the nineteenth-century American frontiers, was not particular in his intellectual
tastes. He was botanist, geologist, zoologist, ethnologist, archaeologist, historian, philosopher,
in the best tradition of the self-taught rural savant, and his life overflowed with scientific, political,
agricultural, religious, and human interests. He was Wes Powell’s guide for only a short time, and
the wonders of his museum and library were available for an even shorter time, for a gang of pro-
slavery hoodlums burned it down. But the few years of Crookham’s company and instruction had
a thousand times more immediate effect on the boy than all the years of his father’s piety and
orthodoxy.When Wes Powell began to develop grown-up interests, they were by and large
Crookham’s interests. When he began to collect books, they were the sort of books that
Crookham had collected, perhaps some of them those scientific treatises emanating from the
Owenite colony of New Harmony, which Say and Lesueur and Troost and the rest of the



“boatload of learning” made for a while the scientific capital of the Midwestern frontier. When he
grew old enough to follow his own whims, his whims led him into excursions in search of natural
history specimens, and at the first opportunity he began collections in pure imitation of
Crookham’s — flowers, shells, reptiles, relics from the mounds, animals, especially fresh-water
shells and fossils. When he came, as he almost inevitably did, to Crookham’s profession of
schoolteaching — that common but often temporary recourse of the bright farm boy on the way
up — he taught school Crookham’s way, with field trips and an enthusiastic emphasis on natural
history. And when he came to seek mature companionship in his intellectual life he found himself
active in societies similar to the informal groups of which Crookham had been the center in
Powell’s Ohio boyhood. That is to say, the influence of Crookham was crucial and definitive: it
was an influence calculated to make young Powell a leading citizen of some rural Athens, a
member of the debating club, a lecturer on Lyceum circuits, a pillar of the crude structure that
learning was building in the wilderness. He did not remain in that mold — the mold was too small
for him — but he was shaped by it.The years of the Powells’ residence in Wisconsin were from
one point of view years of hardship and deprivation for the boy, for his brothers Bram and Walter,
and for his two sisters. The backbreaking, stunting labor of a frontier farm was his from the age
of twelve on. Starting only three years later and sixty miles farther north, a Scotch boy named
John Muir would go through a virtually identical experience of the hard manual labor necessary
to break a frontier farm, and in his autobiography Muir would give classic expression to those
fifteen-hour working days and the stolen hours when sleep was put off in favor of books. The
parallel is exact even to the religious opposition of the father, for Joseph Powell objected to his
son’s museum, his natural history, his scientific interests, in the same way that Muir’s father
protested against reading and invention. Both boys were confirmed in their scientific interests by
the surroundings of a backwoods Wisconsin farm, by nature in its intimate variety, by wandering
Indians, by the persistent, constant stream of questions that the mind proposed and clamored to
have answered. Both boys broke away for long rambling excursions justified by scientific
collections; both sought college at their own expense and interrupted their schooling by intervals
of teaching and farm labor; and both ultimately got what the schools could give them, but never
graduated.Powell’s academic career was actually more restless and broken than Muir’s. He tried
the Illinois Institute which his father had helped to organize and which after collapse and
reorganization became Wheaton College, and found when he went to register that not a single
scientific course was offered. He tried Illinois College at Jacksonville for a year, and left it to go
on a long collecting trip across Wisconsin. In 1857 he was back at Illinois Institute in Wheaton,
and in the year following at Oberlin, from which he quietly departed with a smattering of Latin
and Greek after one term.No college in the Midwest was really equipped to teach a scientist,
though there were a few courses in botany and natural philosophy. Powell had taught himself
geometry in order to give it to his students in the country schools he had taught in off and on
since the age of eighteen. He taught himself the sciences in the same way, and supplemented
what he got from books with what collecting in the field could teach him. The 1855 trip across



Wisconsin kept him rambling for four months. The next year, following a road Lincoln had
traveled, he went down the Mississippi in a skiff from the Falls of St. Anthony to New Orleans,
and on that long lonely wonderful passage he may have met or been passed by a steamboat on
the texas of which a cub named Sam Clemens was learning the river from a pilot named Horace
Bixby. In the spring of 1857 Powell took the train to Pittsburgh and floated down the Ohio to St.
Louis, following the classic natural history route into the West that had been followed by Lewis
and Clark, Say, Schoolcraft, Nuttall, Maximilian of Wied-Neuwied, and a dozen other of the
West’s first scientists. That same fall he was down in Missouri in the Iron Mountain country,
collecting fossils. The following spring he rowed down the Illinois River to its mouth, and thence
up the Des Moines as far as the mouth of Raccoon Creek. He won prizes for his mollusk
collection at the 1860 fair of the Illinois State Agricultural Society, he found time to woo his
cousin Emma in Detroit, against the family’s wishes; he tried his hand in the spring of 1860 as a
lecturer on geography and geology around a tank-town lyceum circuit in Kentucky, Tennessee,
and Mississippi, and in that same year when he cast a vote for Abraham Lincoln for President he
was made principal of the public schools of Hennepin, Illinois, near the junction of the Illinois
River and the Illinois and Mississippi Canal, where he had been teaching since 1858.What
distinguishes this early career of Powell’s is not its un usualness, but its intensity. He did the
things that many of his contemporaries were doing, but did them with a kind of ferocity and a
restless, driving will to completeness and perfection that distinguished him among local Illinois
naturalists while he was still a very young man. When the State Natural History Society obtained
a charter and elected its first officers in March, 1861, Principal John Wesley Powell, then aged
twenty-seven, and the possessor of a homemade scientific education of more variety than
depth, was made its secretary. Within little more than a month he was in the army as a volunteer;
his education took a sudden turn toward military engineering, and the amateur scientist became
for the next four years an amateur soldier.He was not the kind to remain still, even in the army.
He entered on April 14 as a private. By June he was a second lieutenant, by November a captain
and something of an expert on fortifications, solidly enough established on Grant’s staff at Cape
Girardeau to ask as a personal favor a few days’ leave to go to Detroit and marry his cousin
Emma Dean. On April 5, 1862, he came out of the smoke and roar of Shiloh, mounted on
General Wallace’s horse and with his right arm smashed by a Minie ball. They removed his arm
above the elbow in Savannah three days later.Losing one’s right arm is a misfortune; to some it
would be a disaster, to others an excuse. It affected Wes Powell’s life about as much as a stone
fallen into a swift stream affects the course of the river. With a velocity like his, he simply foamed
over it. He did not even resign from the army, but returned after a leave and a stretch of recruiting
duty, and served as an artillery officer with Grant, Sherman, and Thomas. On January 2, 1865,
after tasting more battle at Port Gibson, Grand Gulf, Raymond, Jackson, Chara pini Hill, Big
River, Vicksburg, the Meridian Raid, Nashville, and having risen to the command of the artillery
of the 17th Army Corps, he resigned. His brother Walter, a lieutenant in Powell’s battery, had
been captured at Atlanta and had lain for a time completely mad in Camp Sorghum. A month



after Powell’s resignation Walter Powell was exchanged, a walking skeleton. His brother Wes
was not much better off, for he came out of the war with a painful, twice-operated-upon stump,
and weighing barely 110 pounds with a full beard.By the fall of 1865, Major Powell had moved
up to a professorship of geology at Illinois Wesleyan University in Bloomington. What he gave
his students was essentially Crookham. He taught science classes with field excursions, he
lectured on natural science, he formed a chapter of the State Natural History Society. In 1866 he
arranged a move to the Illinois State Normal University, practically next door. The new post gave
him a fresh impetus. Between November, 1866, and February, 1867, he personally steered
through the legislature in Springfield a grant in support of a museum of the Illinois Natural
History Society in Bloomington. The grant provided a thousand dollars a year for the
maintenance and increase of the Society’s collections, and it provided $1500 a year as salary for
a curator. Curator was precisely what Major Powell wanted to be.Considering his later success
as an imaginative and tenacious bureau head in Washington, his success in this, his first minor
local piece of promotion, seems a trivial thing. Yet his campaign in 1866-67 was brilliantly
conducted, and it showed for the first time the politician and promoter superimposed upon the
earnest amateur naturalist. Something new had been added to Crookham’s disciple, a
confidence and dash and capacity to manipulate men that nothing but the army could have
taught him so fast. He was a finished performer as he appeared before the legislature in
Springfield, argued for and got his grant on his own specifications, took the legislature’s decision
home and presented it to the Board of Education, meeting in Bloomington in March, and
permitted the Board to press the curatorship upon him as an extension of his professorial duties.
When he had modestly accepted this position, he told the Board about a dream he had of taking
an expedition of students and naturalists to the Rocky Mountains or the Dakota badlands, where
science had made only the barest beginnings and where a museum’s collections could be
quickly enriched. He came out of the meeting with the Board’s promise that half the new
maintenance fund of the museum could be devoted to support of the expedition, and with their
almost breathless approval of everything he had asked.5 The whole operation was small, but the
only thing that was minor-league about it was the modesty of Powell’s requests. He would learn
to ask for more later, but he would never improve upon his performance as a promoter.Actually,
his first try for something bigger was prompt. In the latter part of April, 1867, he made up his
mind to go to Washington and try for a Congressional appropriation to support his expedition. As
one of that rush of office-seekers and petitioners and peddlers of schemes, that mob which the
lobbyist Sam Ward likened to rutting stags, Powell did not do quite so well as he had before the
Illinois legislature.6 But he did call on Grant, his old commander, who was then Secretary of
War, and Grant did advise him to present a written request for army rations for twelve men,
which Grant promised to provide. He also promised a military escort for Powell’s party from Fort
Laramie through the Badlands of Dakota. That was the best Powell could get out of the pork
barrel, and it turned out that he could not use the second part of what he did get, for when he
went out to see General Sherman in Council Bluffs a month later, Sherman advised him against



stirring up the Sioux, and steered him instead toward the Colorado Rockies, where things were
quieter.By enlisting volunteers eager for excitement, by playing upon the railroads’ universal
desire to cultivate good will through favors to anyone with a potential grain of influence or
prestige, and by gaining support from several institutions of learning, the Major managed to get
his expedition to the mountains in 1867, and he and Emma climbed Pikes Peak and Lincoln
Peak and took their crew up and down the Front Range and through Middle and South Parks
and shipped their natural history specimens home. That limping reconnoissance was behind him
now; it had demonstrated that imagination and perseverance could make a successful
expedition out of very little. Now he was back at the edge of the Rockies, still with only ration-
card support from Washington, still pinched for money, still depending on free railroad fares and
free freight, on contributions from the Natural History Society and Normal University and the
Illinois Industrial University and any other institution that wanted to buy in, but with something
important on his mind. Slight, tough, well recovered from his wound and bristling with energy,
Major Powell was not inclined to lament his failure both last year and this to extract an
appropriation from Congress. His two trips to Washington had taught him something, made him
acquainted. If he succeeded in the purposes of his expedition he could go back to Washington a
third time and ask for what he wanted and get it. Weaknesses of equipment, personnel,
finances, were troublesome but not fatal, and he was too busy looking ahead to worry about
them. The farm boy trained in physical hardship, trained through the head and through the
hands, trained in optimism and imagination as well as in a smattering of a half-dozen sciences,
full of confidence and alive with ideas, was now coming face to face with the real West, and this
was something he had been waiting for.The inadequacies of a frontier education were all his: he
had little formal background, he had never possessed adequate laboratory facilities and
consequently did not have real laboratory skills, he had the brashness of the half educated that
let him set up as an expert in a half-dozen specialized fields. By strict standards he was a
“collector,” a “natural historian,” rather than a scientist. It was not pure accident that in this same
summer of 1868 Othniel C. Marsh of Yale would pop off the Union Pacific train for a hurried few
hours at a Nebraska station and in those few hours make discoveries of a thousand times
greater importance than all the collections of Powell’s party in two years. Specifically, Marsh
would pick up the first of the fossils that gave him a complete developmental history of the horse
from eohippus to equus, and let him publish the clinching documentation of the theory of
evolution.7 But Marsh was trained at the Sheffield Scientific School and in Germany; he was a
thorough professional. He knew what he was looking for and he knew where to look and he
knew what to do with what he found. Not that much could be said of Major Powell.Nevertheless
he had his strengths, and those too came largely from his border education. He had the
independence, the confidence, the practical ability to accomplish things, that many better
trained men lacked. He did not know enough to be discouraged. The war had given him a lesson
in organization and the command of large numbers of men. It had shown him that an amateur
soldier could accomplish things as well as many a professional. It had given him a taste for



leadership that now responded to the challenge of a barely opened West.Powell would have
thought Henry Adams’ doubts about the West the sheerest nonsense; he would not have
understood the mind from which they came, for where Powell started low and West, Adams had
started high and East. Where the one was crippled with doubts and ironies, his ambition
constantly weakened by a divided mind, Powell was as single-minded as a buzz saw, and as
resolute, and as little bothered by the agenbit of inwyt and the pale cast of thought. He was a
doer, of a kind that Adams thought he admired but did not really understand and perhaps was a
little afraid of. In later years Powell and Adams were friends of a sort, and at least once Powell
dined at the Adams house on Lafayette Square, and Adams was one of a group that in 1878 met
in Powell’s parlor and organized the Cosmos Club, and they had a mutuality of friends and
interests and a perfectly amicable relationship. But admiration and real liking apparently never
flowered. Adams’ admiration went out instead to Clarence King, the brilliant and volatile athlete
and connoisseur and scientist and administrator, in Adams’ opinion the best educated man in
America for the job an American had to do, and engaged in a geological reconnoissance that
both for science and for economics was of absolutely major importance.But note that Clarence
King, Yale educated, eastern-born, well to do, failed to live up to the extravagant predictions that
Adams and John Hay made for him. He failed, Adams said, “for lack of money.” That is hardly an
accurate, though it is a humane and protective, judgment. Clarence King failed for lack of
character, persistence, devotion, wholeness. For that important job he seemed to Adams cut out
to do, John Wesley Powell was actually much better equipped. Despite his homemade
education, and just possibly because of it, he would do more than Clarence King would do and
do it better.3. The Rocky Mountain Scientific Exploring ExpeditionTOO LATE in time to be called
explorers, too unskilled to deserve the name of frontiersmen, most of them strangers to the
mountains, scientists only by an indulgent frontier standard, the members of the Rocky
Mountain Scientific Exploring Expedition1 were not, apart from their leader, a very likely looking
crowd. Their zoologist was a Methodist preacher, their assistant zoologist an Illinois farm boy.
Their ornithologists were distinguished more for ability to shoot birds than for capacity to make
taxonomical heads or tails of them. Their entomologist, as in 1867, was Powell’s brother-in-law,
Almon Thompson, the superintendent of schools in Bloomington. Though he would achieve a
solid reputation later, it would be as a topographer, not as an entomologist. Their botanist was a
bona fide and able naturalist, George Vasey, whose name still persists on the maps in the little
curtain of maidenhair and redbud and ivy called Vasey’s Paradise, deep in Marble Canyon on
the Colorado. Emma Dean Powell and Nellie Powell Thompson were ornithologists,
entomologists, or botanists as the occasion demanded, and Powell’s brother Walter had a
similarly vague function. Powell himself was listed as geologist, though his principal contribution
to science thus far had been his extensive collection of shells. Dr. Henry Wing, of the Illinois
State Board of Education, was along for the ride, as was the Reverend W. H. Daniels, an eminent
Illinois divine and a historian of Methodism. Of the student volunteers, Sam Garman would
become a Harvard professor and an assistant to Alexander Agassiz, and L. W. Keplinger would



wind up a Kansas City judge. The others would not make history.Motley and green, they camped
outside Cheyenne filling their eye with the strangenesses: the prairie dog towns, the wild horse
herds, the outline of romantic mountains breaking the horizons west and south, the restlessly
moving Indians. They bought wild mounts, both horses and mules, and universally bit the dust
when they tried to climb on. For two weeks, half their mornings and most of their nights would be
spent chasing and cursing runaways.Organized into messes of four, and supplied from the army
warehouse at Cheyenne, they started south toward Denver on July 8, little by little hardening
themselves for their contemplated expedition into the mountains by the easier travel on the
plains. They put their mouths around the names of unknown streams and lonesome little stations
on the Denver road; Lone Tree, Box Elder, Big Thompson, the “Cashalapoo.” Rhodes Allen, one
of the bird shooters, roused up from a violent attack of colic to note in his diary an encounter with
“Old Fridey,” chief of the “Ropahoos.” Minor adventures befell them: a government agent chased
them and confiscated one of their mules as a stolen animal; Powell chased the agent and got the
mule back. Eventually, recovered from their first sun and wind burn, hardened to the saddle and
feeling like buckaroos, and with a pack full of prairie dog and bird skins and pressed prairie
flowers, they arrived in Denver, a somewhat more competent crew than had left Cheyenne.Not
explorers, in spite of the sounding title of their expedition. And yet the country they were headed
for was not exactly a tourist playground yet, the mountains westward clear to the twenty-year-old
Mormon settlements in Utah were only skimpily known. Not all the passes had been crossed,
not all the peaks climbed, not all the rivers tracked from mouth to source, only the most obvious
flora and fauna had been collected and classified.2 There were miners on the metal lodes and
placers, a few trappers and traders in the mountain valleys or parks, but beyond was a little-
known wilderness, Ute country, full of game and not without danger, roadless except for game
and Indian trails and the uncertain tracks by which Frémont in 1844, ‘48, and ’53, Gunnison in
1853, Berthoud in 1861 and the Third California Veteran Infantry in 1865 had crossed those
mountains. Lowland folk, excited and a little awed by what they approached, Rhodes Allen and
Lyle Durley and W. C. Bishop and Keplinger and the rest of the greenhorns sat in camp on the
bank of the South Platte, or stood night guard over the horses, and felt the loom of the Front
Range over them like a portent of mystery and adventure, and were moved, authentically
enough for beginners, with the thrill explorers feel.Partly for the sake of the inexperienced, partly
because even in relatively settled country collecting was possible, Powell moved slowly. There
was much rain, the nights were cold, the greenhorns continued to have trouble with breachy
horses and balky mules. They bitched to their diaries like old campaigners, grumbling about
everything from the camp ants to the insistence Mrs. Powell made that they read the books she
loaned them. They got piled from their horses and learned about prickly pears; they tried
swimming in the icy water of Clear Creek and learned better; they had to make trail and
discovered some of the facts of mountain travel; they encountered mosquitoes, “worse than I
ever saw them.” By the time they made the mining camp of Empire they felt themselves
considerable voyageurs. But at Empire they met a man with whom Powell had arranged a



rendezvous the autumn before, the trader and mountain man and guide, Jack Sumner. Sumner
looked over their outfit in silence, and they shrivelled quietly back to size.Many years later, when
his friendship with Powell had soured to an enduring grudge,3 Sumner wrote of the party that
they were “about as fit for roughing it as Hades is for a Powder house.” But he got along with
them well enough. He was used to dudes. From his trading post at Hot Sulphur Springs in
Middle Park he acted as factor for his brother-in-law, William N. Byers, editor of the Rocky
Mountain News and later historian of Colorado. When politicos or bigwigs were to be entertained
on a fishing or hunting or packing expedition, Sumner made an admirable guide. Bayard Taylor
had used and liked him on a journey through the mountains in 1866; 4 Powell himself found him
useful the next summer. Blond, cool, tough, a good hand with Indians and a good shot, he would
have made a first-class partisan for one of the fur brigades if he had lived twenty-five years
earlier. But he had been a Union soldier during the war; he had, through his sister, distinguished
connections; he was himself originally a farm boy from Iowa. He could adapt himself to these
dudes and college boys, especially since he and Powell had the previous autumn cooked up a
project far more exciting than the collection of specimens for natural history museums.By his
own testimony,5 Sumner was impatient to start immediately on the exploration of the Green and
Colorado Rivers that he and Powell planned. It was that project which had induced Congress to
pass a special resolution authorizing the 1868 expedition to draw rations from Western army
posts. But Powell had obligations to his academic sponsors as well as to his own maturing and
enlarging plans. The expedition must be justified, and its continuation assured, by successful
collecting. Without regard either for the impatience of Sumner or the presence of Byers, who
joined them at Empire bent on a pet expedition of his own, they camped for a week on the
summit of the range in Berthoud Pass. At that season, Alpine plants were an unbelievably
flowery carpet on slopes and ridges. Apparently neither of the women of the expedition kept a
diary, but both Emma Powell and Nellie Thompson must have become assistant botanists for the
time.6 The early bloomers, moss campion and alpine lilies and alpine phlox and rock jasmine
and forget-me-nots, were gone or fading, but others were coming on: alpine goldflower like a
squat obese sunflower; alpine avens, bistorts, yellow-green alpine paintbrush, sandwort,
saxifrages, sky pilots, chiming bells and harebells; and under the cold edges of melting
snowbanks snow buttercups, king’s crown, rose crown, marsh marigold; and away up on the
bare windy slopes pigmy shrubs, cinque foil and red gooseberry, and skyland willow hardly an
inch high bearing its catkins snugly among the protecting grass and flowers.Neither of the
diarists, Allen and Durley, mentions the flowers. Durley was making trail with Sumner. Allen was
out all day lying in ambush to shoot birds, and he was preoccupied with the snow and hail that
fell two or three times during the week, the mudholes in which his mare bogged down, the
mosquitoes that ate him alive as he lay in wait. Allen had a certain eye for scenery, and could
appreciate the beauty of their camp on a meadowy saddle at 11,500 feet, with a north-running
creek flowing toward Middle Park and the Grand River, and thence to the Colorado and the Gulf
of California, and a south-running creek that dropped steeply into Clear Creek and on to the



Platte, the Missouri, and the Gulf of Mexico. But discomfort could kill off scenery fairly fast for
young Allen. His diary, full of the bad trails, fatigue, and “fussing and blundering around” that he
saw in the trip, is probably a fair expression of the feelings of the majority of the party. They were
all working as unpaid volunteers. They had a right to grumble.They were an expedition organized
and supported for the purpose of stocking a museum with natural history specimens. The
members were selected more for their availability, willingness, or relationship to the leader than
for their attainments in science. Yet they could hardly fail, in the virgin territory of the Rockies, to
serve science every time they went out, and in view of Powell’s appetite for learning, they could
hardly fail to do much more than collect specimens.So much was new, so much untouched and
unknown and undone. Weather, topography, zoology, botany, geology, entomology, ornithology,
herpetology, all the branches of science of which Powell had a smattering, could be enriched. In
a week on Berthoud Pass a student with a shotgun, so ignorant of science that he later shot a
jack rabbit under the impression that it was a young antelope, might bring in varieties of birds
rare or even undescribed. The two ladies of the party could go wild among the alpine gardens
and supplement Linnaeus in the act of picking a casual bouquet. A pair of schoolboys with a
barometer, stuck up on top of some peak to take hourly readings through eight or nine days,
could help establish so basic a scientific datum as the barometric fluctuation for. the region, and
lay the base not only for future weather reports but for the accurate measurement of
altitudes.Powell was running an all-purpose scientific reconnoissance, a large, loose, sketchy
survey of the natural history resources of the Rockies. But he was not one to be content with
minima. He wanted the most he could get in every line, and he drove his packers and collectors
until they groused and grumbled to their diaries. As they moved down off Berthoud Pass into
Middle Park to the base camp at Hot Sulphur Springs he had the country scoured for fifteen or
twenty miles on both sides of the line of march. Once at the Springs, he scattered his party up
and down the park after birds and mammals and minerals and barometer readings, and with a
small picked group started out to fulfill one of the two agreements he had made the summer
before. This one involved exploration of a kind, and exploration was a lust that burned in him.
The canyon of Clear Creek up to Empire, and Middle Park around Hot Sulphur Springs, were
populous parts of the mountains. But on top of Long’s Peak, where he and Byers were headed
now, no man had yet stood.Four years earlier, Byers had attempted the ascent of Long’s Peak,
for no particular reason except a sportsman’s zest in activity. Energetic, literate, sanguine, Byers
was an ardent sportsman, a keen fisherman. While Durley and Allen and others of Powell’s party
threshed the waters of Grand River and a dozen creeks in vain, Byers caught all the fish he
could carry. And he had an additional interest in this part of the mountains: the hundred and sixty
acres on both sides of the Grand that contained the hot springs (now the heart of Hot Sulphur
Springs, Colorado) he would buy in his wife’s name the next year, and he already used Middle
Park with a proprietary air, as if it were a playground to which he was privileged to invite guests.
Some of Gilpin’s faith in the future of the nioun tains was in him; his 1866 excursion with Bayard
Taylor had made him aware of how much the mountain parks could offer an adventurous tourist.



In his letters to his paper from the Springs 7 he glowed about the fishing, the grass, the color and
pageantry of the Utes of Antero and Douglas, eighty lodges of them, camped along the river.
Byers was a pioneer, an opener, a pass-crosser of a pure American breed, one for whom an
untrodden peak was a rebuke and a shame to an energetic people. For his purposes he could
not have found a better coadjutor than Powell.From their camp on the west side of the Grand
Lake, at the head of the park, the climbing party beat its way toward the peak through rough
country and a tangle of down timber. The first night they slept at timberline, corralling their
horses on a bare ridge by piling rocks across the only down path. In the morning, loaded with
bacon and a batch of Major Powell’s personal biscuits — gray, leaden, with a grain like fine
limestone — they set off on foot. In climbing as in biscuit making Powell asked no odds and
made no apology for his maiming. He stuck with the party across an intervening peak and found
on gaining it that Long‘s, beyond, was separated by two miles of gorge from the main range.
With great difficulty they worked down the precipitous northern face “which upon looking back
appeared utterly impassable,” and eastward along a ridge. This culminated in another peak only
a little lower than Long’s, from which they looked at their objective across another uncrossable
chasm. In the end they had to descend clear to the valley and start over.Of the group, which
included Powell, his brother Walter, Byers, Sumner, and the students Keplinger, Garman, and
Ned Farrell, the mountain man was the least enthusiastic. He had other things on his mind; he
had not anticipated fooling around Middle Park all summer. At one point, inching along in the
lead on a knife-edge of stone, he sat down and spit over the edge and balked. Keplinger, behind
him, asked what was the matter. “By God, I haven’t lost any mountain,” Sumner said. Finally
Keplinger passed him, and though Sumner followed, the tenderfoot had a chance to triumph
over the frontiersman. Where the youth walked, Sumner “got down and cooned it.”That ridge led
nowhere. They crawled back and finally made camp in what is now called the Wild Basin. From
there they could see a route that seemed possible, and Keplinger, flushed with his afternoon’s
triumph, volunteered to reconnoiter. Climbing with all his hands and feet, he made his way up the
Estes Park side to within a short distance of the summit. There he made the mistake of stopping
to look at the view. It almost knocked him off the mountain. On his left, within ten feet, the edge
dropped away in what seemed “the eaves of the world’s roof.” The disinclination that had visited
Sumner earlier visited Keplinger now. Clinging like a cat in the high branches of a tree, he slid
and clawed down until he could drop to the ice in the northwest corner of the Notch. It was ten
o‘clock, and Sumner was working up the ridge lighting little fires of grass and twigs for beacons,
when Keplinger made contact with the party again.But he had found the way up. In the morning,
without great difficulty, they worked up the last seven hundred feet and stood on the
summit.Sam Garman, a Quaker, and serious-minded, reported the experience to his friend
Gertrude Lewis back in Bloomington:After a pretty hard climb we did it, built a monument on the
top, raised a flag, threw some wine on the monument & the little that remained in the bottle was
drank by 5 of the party. 2 of us withstanding all entreaties did not drink on Longs peak, whatever
the papers may say to the contrary.Garman does not name his fellow abstainer, nor say who



took the trouble (it could only have been Byers) to carry a bottle of wine through two strenuous
days of scrambling over cliffs and ridges. He does, however, remark on the discoveries Science
made on top.Three hours we stayed on the top during which time my journal was written up and
my collection enriched by several rare specimens. Nothing but Granite on the top afforded a
poor foothold for Botanists yet some pretty mosses grew in the shadows of some large rocks, or
close to the edges of the patches of snow, where they might keep damp for mosses love damp
shady places; a few Lichens, i.e. only a few kinds, but many of a species grew and flourished on
the otherwise bare sides of the Granite rocks. High and dry were they, for Lichens love the dry
places, thousands of years had they flourished there and no human eye had beheld them. We
exulted just a little in the thought that here if anywhere on the footstool were things just as God
made them. — No flowers here too high for them. A Bird of the Shore larks: A few species of flies
gnats &c. Several species of Beetles: and many thousands of a peculiar Grasshopper were all
the living things I found. No not all a very pretty white Butterfly, what its name was can’t be told
unless another comes in my way, passed over the top which contains 5 or 6 acres of a snarly
level, & caused me quite a chase besides nearly tumbling me down over the side as an eager
grab was made just as the insect got out of reach....Sam Garman was a serious young man,
devoted to the study of natural history and the instruction of Friend Gertrude. But young
Keplinger, recovered from his scare of the night before, was of a horsier kind. When the
monument was built and it came time to put into it the can containing the names of the party and
the thermometer and barometer readings, Keplinger produced another can containing one of
Major Powell’s limestone biscuits, which he wanted to put in the cairn as an “everlasting
memento” of the Major.Powell thought this not quite up to the dignity of the occasion, and the
biscuit eventually was removed. The Major even, before they started down, made a speech,
saying that they had achieved something in the physical way which had been thought
impossible, but that there were more formidable mountains in other fields of effort. He expressed
the hope that their success of this day, August 23, 1868, might be an augury of yet greater
achievements in other ways.There is no record which would indicate that he was being facetious
or indulging in mock heroics. He took the climbing of Long’s Peak seriously, far more seriously
than Byers, Sumner, the students, even than Sam Garman. He took seriously too the thought of
other challenges to overcome, other unknowns to mark with writings in a cairn. A serious and
intense young man, hardier in spite of his maiming than most of his companions, and as
visionary as William Gilpin though in different ways — a young man serious and a touch
pompous and perhaps even somewhat ridiculous, making speeches on top of a mountain and
refusing to permit a joke that might have taken away dignity from the occasion — he may well
have been the second climber who refused the celebratory wine.He meant his speech. He
insisted on the meaningfulness of the moment, and his vision of what might be accomplished
must have expanded on that windy knob of rock as the view expanded below him, forty
mountain lakes, a welter of mountains, the bowl of Estes Park, and the Great Plains lying
sealike, the horizon so high from that perspective that he seemed to look upward to it, and the



plains floating high like an expanse of cirrhus cloud. One thing he had wanted to do was done, a
minor thing, unimportant either to science or himself. It would be recorded by historians of
American mountain climbing and remembered by no one else. But an omen. Turning his back on
Estes Park far below him, turning away from the cloudlike reach of the plains, he could look
down across the great forest of Middle Park through which the Grand River cut its way, and
beyond that to the Gore Range, the Rabbit Ears, the westward and little known mountains, the
unexplored canyons of the Colorado.So much was new. So much was unknown and untouched
and undone.4. Hot Sulphur SpringsHOT SULPHUR SPRINGS was rich in celebrities during the
last week of August, 1868. Schuyler Colfax, the meteoric young Speaker of the House, orator
and public darling, the Great Smiler, destined as Grant’s first Vice-President to be one of the sad
casualties of the Gilded Age, was camped on the bank of the Grand with a party that included
Governor Hunt of Colorado Territory, ex-Lieutenant Governor Bross of Indiana, a collection of
generals and politicos and mere gentlemen, several ladies, and one of the most eminent
journalists of his time, Samuel Bowles of the Springfield Republican.1 As Colfax would become
a symbol of the corrupting influence of boodle, and have his ethical edges blunted by the
indefinitely expansionist and exploitative temper of Grant’s regime, Sam Bowles would develop
into his resistant opposite: a public man of probity, a voice in the wilderness, a member of that
group of Liberal Republicans, including Carl Schurz, Abram Hewitt, Whitelaw Reid, and by fits
and starts Henry Adams, which through the seventies fought against bribery and collusion and
the piracy of the national domain.There is no evidence that Colfax learned anything in particular
from his excursion into the Rockies, or that the West meant any more to him than it did to most
politicians. Since the war had wiped out all the paired rivalry between slave and free, of which
Missouri Compromise, Wilmot Proviso, Clay’s Great Compromise of 1850, and Stephen A.
Douglas’ Kansas-Nebraska Bill were all political and historical milestones, politicians could relax
about the western territories, let them form and come on as nature and population directed.
Colfax was more interested in the ladies of the party anyway. One of them, Nellie Wade, he
married shortly after their return.2 But Sam Bowles was a man who had been to see the
elephant, and could name some of his parts. As the author of Across the Continent, published in
1865, the record of an excursion which Colfax had shared but not so much taken to heart, he
spoke with authority on western travel and resources and problems. On this trip, as on the
previous one, he was writing regular letters back to his paper,3 and after an evening around the
campfire talking with the returned mountain climbers he devoted one to the Powell
expedition.Powell could have asked for no better break than the respectful attention of Bowles.
Because of the presence of Byers, the party was already getting local publicity in the Rocky
Mountain News. Home-town Illinois papers, especially the Bloomington Pantagraph, were
keeping their ears open for word of the expedition’s doings. Now word would go wider, to a
national audience. And though Bowles was not an infallible judge of men - he had called Lincoln
a “Simple Susan” — Powell could have been under no misapprehension about the value of his
good opinion.Bowles wrote that he had made “familiar and friendly acquaintance with Professor



Powell’s scientific exploring party,” and said pleasant things of their zeal and the value of their
collection of more than two hundred species of birds. He commented too on the finances of the
expedition, and on the fact that “Professor Powell ... draws upon his private purse for all
deficiencies, and these must be many thousands of dollars before he gets through.” (Powell
would not have sown that seed without hoping that governmental help might grow from it.)But
Bowles was more interested, as Powell was, in the future plans of the party than in its past
accomplishments. “From here the explorers will follow down the Grand River, out of the Park into
western Colorado, and then strike across to the other and larger branch of the great Colorado
River, the Green, and upon that or some of its branches, near the line of Utah, spend the winter
in camp ... preparing for the next summer’s campaign. The great and final object of the
expedition is to explore the upper Colorado River and solve the mysteries of its three hundred
mile canyon. They will probably undertake this next season by boats and rafts from their winter
camp on the Green.”Thus the plan that Powell and Jack Sumner had talked over around the
campfire the year before, the project that above all other aims of the expedition fired Powell’s
imagination, but the part about which he had apparently said least when lining up his backing
among the universities and museums. Collecting was never a major aim, but an excuse. “The
continent,” Gilpin had bawled at the Fenians on July 4, “is known to our people.” Powell knew
better, and so did Sam Bowles.“The mocking ignorance and fascinating reports of the course
and country of the Colorado ought to hasten them to this interesting field. The maps from
Washington,4 that put down only what is absolutely, scientifically known, leave a great blank
space here of three hundred to five hundred miles long and one hundred to two hundred miles
broad. Is any other nation so ignorant of itself?”He spoke of the river, of the legendary canyons,
cataracts, falls, and of the widespread belief among Indians and mountain men that no one who
ventured on that river would ever emerge from it alive.5 But in talking with Powell, he was struck
not only by his enthusiasm but by his coolness and resolution: “The whole field of observation
and inquiry which Professor Powell has undertaken is more interesting and important than any
which lies before our men of science. The wonder is they have neglected it so long. Here are
seen the central forces that formed the continent; here more striking studies in physical
geography, geology, and natural history, than are proffered anywhere else. New knowledge and
wide honors await those who catalogue and define them. I can but think the inquiry, vast and
important as it is, is fortunate in its inquirer. Professor Powell is well-educated, an enthusiast,
resolute, a gallant leader. ... He is in every way the soul, as he is the purse of the
expedition....”High praise, and early in his career, and in a place where it might serve him later.To
put against the legendary terrors of the Colorado River Bowles could find only one hopeful thing:
the reputed passage of some part of the Colorado canyons down to the Mormon port of Callville
by James White, a trapper, in 1867. Though White’s full story did not make the columns of the
Rocky Mountain News until January, 1869, it had been written a full year earlier and published
both in General Palmer’s Report of Surveys across the Continent and in the Transactions of the
St. Louis Academy of Science, and so fascinating a tale was bound to circulate among miners



and mountain men. There is plenty of evidence that Powell as well as Bowles knew the story;
there is also evidence that Powell did not believe it, even after he had hunted up White and
talked to him.6 James White’s tale of a wild river journey of eleven days on a crude raft tied
together with lasso ropes had some elements of truth in it. At least White had floated out into the
edge of civilization at Callville on September 8, 1867, half naked, blackened with sun, starving
and demented, on a cobbled raft. But he was either so far out of his head that he had lost all
capacity to observe clearly and measure distance accurately, and had come a far shorter
distance on the river than he thought he had, or he was one of the West’s taller liars.In any case,
much of his story belongs in the tradition of Gilpin, whose own vision of the future took account
of these same canyons with equal, but different, fantasy: “The dorsal mass of the Andes [the
American cordillera or Rocky Mountains], thus perforated through from base to base, and
athwart its course, by a river of the first magnitude, is formed, to its snowy summit, of the
upheaved auriferous and igneous rocks!”In this, as in other judgments, Gilpin could hardly have
been less accurate, but his gaudy speculations were certainly matched around many a
prospector’s fire, and the canyons which lured Powell with their possible doors to knowledge and
fame lured Jack Sumner and some of Sumner’s friends with the dream of bars where no man
had ever dipped a pan, ledges where gold could be crumbled off with the fingers. Yet there were
the tales Bowles spoke of, that the river went underground, leaped falls higher than Niagara, ran
between walls vertical to the water’s edge for scores of miles. And even if one believed that
James White had really run all the rapids of the Colorado on his raft, and so proved the river
navigable, one could not take serious comfort from the spectacle of his shriveled, blackened,
gibbering body being hauled ashore at Callville. However one looked at it, the prospect was
adventurous.The passing of August and the departure of the Colfax party marked a change in
the composition and temper of Powell’s Rocky Mountain Scientific Exploring Expedition as
specific as the chilling of the mountain weather into fall. During the first week of September the
greenhorns, no longer so green, had the experience of digging rifle pits and standing all-night
watch against an expected Indian attack. Word came through that the town of Montgomery had
been burned to the ground and dozens of whites massacred. A few days later the report was
amended, by grapevine from Empire, to say that the town of Montgomery was safe, but that
nineteen men of the Powell expedition had been killed.Finding this report somewhat
exaggerated, they had their jumpiness allayed. But the atmosphere had changed, nevertheless,
as Middle Park cleared of dudes and the party prepared to move westward into the real
wilderness toward a winter camp first projected somewhere on the Green but later changed to
the valley of White River. White or Green, it would be a sterner experience than they had yet had,
and the journey westward along the unused stage route that Berthoud had blazed in 1861 with
Jim Bridger as a guide would be a wilder wayfaring than any of them had made.Their
membership had altered too. Professor Thompson and his wife had gone.east, as had the
Reverend Daniels. Mrs. Powell was now the only woman. The college boys, Keplinger and Farrell
and Durley and Allen and Bishop, were still along; so were Doctors Vasey and Wing and Powell’s



brother Walter, big-voiced, rather surly, and unpredictable. But along with this nucleus of Illinois
intellectuals and college boys was a group of mountain men that Sumner and Powell had
recruited in Middle Park.One was O. G. Howland, once a printer on Byers’ Rocky Mountain
News, a literate atavist from Vermont, who wore a patriarchal beard. Others were his younger
brother Seneca, Bill Dunn, Gus Lankin, and Billy Rhodes, all trappers. Rhodes, for reasons he
kept to himself, went sometimes by the name of Rhodes and sometimes simply as Missouri. He
was a camp cook, something of a joker, an uneasy sleeper, and on the trip westward along
Berthoud’s uncertain and difficult track he once shot a flying hawk with his rifle at two hundred
yards.7They were all men who had sniffed the wind westward. By Sumner’s account, which is by
no means reliable, they had planned on their own hook a prospecting trip down the river, and
threw in with Powell for the mutual assistance they could give each other. The trappers’
mountain experience and knowledge of Indians would be of advantage to Powell, as would their
pack outfits. Powell’s scientific intelligence and his potential ability to enlist governmental or
institutional support would help the mountain men where they were weakest. The trappers’ rifles
were insurance against hunger during the winter months, while the semi-official status of the
Powell party, and their privileges at army posts through the resolution of Congress, might be a
deterrent to too great insolence on the part of the Utes.5. The Country of the White River
UtesFOR A TIME they were in three sections, one cleaning up the summer’s business, one
packing supplies over the pass from Empire, and one, under Walter Powell, breaking the trail
west.1The road they were traveling, if it could be called a road, had been laid out by E. L.
Berthoud and Jim Bridger for the Overland Stage Company in 1861. It reached from Golden,
Colorado, almost due west to Provo, Utah, spanning 413 miles of utter wilderness. And it had
never been used since its laying out, except by 150 men of the Third California Veteran Infantry
on their way to Denver in the summer of 1865.Along the fading track of the volunteers’ wagons
the advance party starting from Hot Sulphur Springs made fifteen miles the first day, and
camped on the Troublesome. The second day they lost the trail and made only eight miles. The
third, they crossed the Rabbit Ears range and lost the trail again, camping on what they
assumed to be the headwaters of the Bear (Yampa) River. The fourth, following an obscure trace
down the creek, they had a mild mutiny when Gus Lankin and young Bishop, mistrusting Walter
Powell’s groping, stopped in a grove and unsaddled, saying they were camping there no matter
what the others did. The main party went on down the creek, and before night the mutineers
rejoined them. There were no words, but there were sneers, and in the evening the mountain
men had the contemptuous edification of watching Keplinger sight a sextant on a star in Scorpio
trying to determine where they were.Next morning they had the irritation of meeting the Berthoud
trail exactly where Keplinger had said they would. The day after that, they woke to find Gus
Lankin gone with a horse, a mule, three sacks of flour, a sack of meat, and other plunder. And
after that, going off the trail to pick up some traps that he and Lankin had cached in August, Billy
Rhodes, accompanied by Bill Woodward, was fired on from ambush. The party spent an angry
afternoon and evening hunting Lankin with the intention of putting him beyond further thievery



and bushwhacking.They did not find him, but Durley, Keplinger, and Allen, who with Walter
Powell made up the posse, had their summer’s experience capped with an earnest manhunt.
The four were twenty-four hours without food, slept out alone, and had a rough eight miles of
guesswork before they found their way back to camp. Billy Rhodes did not come off without
suspicion, either. Bishop even slept with him for a few nights to keep an eye on him, for fear he
and Lankin planned a quiet wilderness massacre with the pack train for a prize. But Missouri
kept the peace, Lankin never showed again, and the excitement died down.Young Bishop, who
did not go with the manhunters, had his summer capped in a different way. Berthoud’s trail was
so obscure that the advance party lost it constantly, and finally Walter Powell sent four men back
to the springs with the pack train while he remained to locate the route. Meeting Major and Mrs.
Powell with the main train, bringing up a double load by hauling half of it one day’s journey and
then going back for the other half, Bishop was sent clear back to Empire for mail with
instructions to return along the party’s trail and join them on the White.Only one thing was wrong
with Bishop’s instructions. No one told him that there were two large streams besides the Grand
flowing westward. After picking up the mail and spending a week with the squatter Sampson at
the springs, he followed the well-marked Indian trail down the Grand and across the Gore
Mountains. But when he found himself at an abandoned campsite on a beautiful clear stream he
assumed that he was on the White. Actually he was on the Yampa. On a tree he found a note for
him: “We have moved camp to a point on White River, 50 miles distant. General directions South
of West. You will find provisions cached in the rocks 20 steps north. Come along as fast as you
can. Keplinger.”The ravens had beaten him to the provisions. Salvaging a little sugar and flour,
Bishop went on, but he went down the river, thinking himself already on the White, instead of
cutting southwest as instructed. When he realized that he was good and lost he sat down to
think, and then backtracked to where he had found the note. Snow stalled him in the timber; his
food was all but gone when he managed to kill an antelope and jerk a supply of venison.
Hoarding his ammunition and coddling his mule, he felt his way along the snow-obliterated track
of the party by such tenuous spoor as broken twigs and the marks of passage on sagebrush and
trees. He even shot a grizzly bear and tried to take its pelt along, but the mule vetoed that. More
than a month after he had left Hot Sulphur Springs, he caught up with the rest on the White
River.They were glad to see him, but not half so glad as he expected. Everything had grown
harsher: the most Powell had been able to do about his lost member was to send Keplinger back
to the Springs to inquire. After that they took their choice of explanations. He had been murdered
by bad Indians or bad whites, he had deserted, or he was lost. But he had demonstrated a
considerable capacity to take care of himself, and Powell cordially invited him to make one of
next year’s river party. Bishop calculated that he had had his fun, and elected to go back to the
States with the dudes.The dudes were not quite through with their seasonal labors, however. In
the wide valley on the White River which now shows on the maps as Powell Park or Powell
Bottoms, just below the modern town of Meeker, they spent the last two weeks of October, 1868,
cutting winter hay for the stock and building cabins for their winter camp, and had snow for a



warning as they worked. Green River Crossing, now Green River, to which the Union Pacific
tracks had reached, was a hundred and seventy-five miles northwest of them in Wyoming.
Those who were going out would have to be moving.Ten of them left on November 2 for the last
stretch of mountains the tenderfeet would see. Moving down the White through a valley full of
game, they eventually broke off northeastward across the divide between the White and the
Yampa, and then north of west until they hit the Yampa in a country sandy, eroded, grown to
sage and cactus, and empty of both game and timber. The weather was bitter. On the night of
November 5 they made a dry and grassless camp; to make matters worse the cook set the
sagebrush afire and they parched themselves putting the blaze out.Very thirsty, they set off in
the morning with the intention of heading for the first green that showed, but the high points
revealed nothing except dry hills, gulches, and endless wasteland. The best they could do for
their thirst was a handful of snow drifted against the comb of a ridge. Moving north and west,
sometimes swinging east to head arroyos, they entered a dry creekbed and followed it down to a
frozen puddle, but when they chopped through the ice they found the water so alkaline that they
did not dare drink it themselves or give the animals more than a taste. An all-day struggle put
them nine or ten miles farther northwest, but for the second night they camped without grass or
water. To hold the thirst-crazed stock they barricaded an arroyo at both ends and camped in the
bottom.Before daylight young Allen, tormented by a two-day thirst, woke to see clouds coming
from the west. Hopefully he spread rubber blankets in the ditch, and before the flurry blew past
he caught a cupful of dirty water mixed with snow.It was noon the next day when they found
water. That night it began to snow, so that they pushed hard all the next day, making eighteen
miles. But the mules were used up and hard to move. In the afternoon Durley’s gave out and had
to be abandoned; he loaded his saddle and pack onto Allen‘s, and that same afternoon they lost
the pack mule they were driving and never found him again. Into a bitter wind, their faces
peppered with snow like harsh sand, they went on until that night they discovered willows, good
grass, a herd of thirty-five strayed steers from some railroad point to the north or some herd
being trailed up from Texas. Stronger for the providential fresh beef, they encountered next day a
wagon track running down the valley of Little Bitter Creek, and that night they slept in cabins with
woodcutters who told them that Green River, the end of the line for Union Pacific passenger
trains, was only fifteen miles north. On November 15, after disposing of their mules for what they
could get, all but Powell and Howland were on the train for the States.Thus far the tourists, the
temporary volunteers, those who in Bowles’ words were “eager for border experiences.” They
had had them. Some had climbed a major peak with the first party to make it. Some had hunted
a man with the intention of killing him. Some had stood guard all night in rifle pits awaiting an
Indian attack. All had been reported killed by these same Indians. One had spent a month
wandering through the wildest kind of country, living on what he could shoot and finding his way
by signs that a few months before he would never even have seen. And all in the last ten days
had experienced some of the dubious pleasures of the real explorer.Doctors Wing and Vasey,
along with Bishop, Durley, Farrell, Akin, Poston, Allen, and Taylor, called it a summer at Green



River. Woodward and Keplinger had already gone out by the White River route. Powell and O. G.
Howland went back in late November, 1868, across the snow-drifted sagebrush country, around
the eastern end of the Uintas, and back to the camp in Powell Bottoms where now there were
only Mrs. Powell, Walter, and Sam Garman of the prairie tribe, plus Sumner, the younger
Howland, Bill Dunn, and Missouri Rhodes, who sometime now, safely west of possible
embarrassment, began to go by his real name of Billy Hawkins.During the winter, in spite of
heavy snow, Powell pressed his investigation of the country out from Powell Bottoms: the mesas
dark with juniper and runty pine, gray with sagebrush, whose terraced flanks dropped into the
floodplains of creeks feeding the White, the Yampa, and the Grand. He went down the
meandering cottonwood-belted valley of the White to where in a great basin blocked by the roll
of the Uintas to the north and by broken fantastic buttes to the south the little river flowed into the
wide dirty ice of the Green. He climbed to high places and saw the barren badlands country and
the difficult canyons and gulches that had made trouble for his party on the trip to Green River in
November. What he was doing was making a map in his mind; upon that map, later, he would
trace the imperfectly known course of the river.Powell Bottoms was populous with Indians,
mainly the White River Utes of Antero and Douglas, the same who had camped earlier in the
season at Hot Sulphur Springs and irritated Sam Garman into temper tantrums with their
incorrigible begging. They still begged, but they were an opportunity for study that Powell did not
neglect. Though they had most of the attributes and culture patterns of the plains, they were a
mountain people, protected by their remoteness and far less altered by contact with white men
than the plains tribes. He spent days and weeks with them learning the Ute language, collecting
an extensive vocabulary, trading for buckskin leggings, ceremonial bonnets, pottery, beadwork,
all the artifacts in which their culture was given form. He had known Indians before, but never on
such intimate terms as this. For more than thirty years after this winter he would retain and
extend the interest he felt now, and what he learned from Antero and Douglas and the warriors
and squaws and children who tracked the deep snow of the bottomland and smoked the winter
sky with their fires would grow into an encyclopedic knowledge of Indian cultures and
languages.Not that he knew everything to begin with. In fact, he knew so little that in pursuing
some topographical studies and running a line he drove stakes into the ground. If Jack Sumner
had not been an old friend of Antero’s that row of stakes might have cost the whole party their
scalps, for the Utes, who knew little enough about white men, knew enough to know that stakes
meant surveys, land parceling, white settlers. On that same ground, in some of those same
cabins, those same Utes ten years later would murder Nathan Meeker and every man of his
agency, and in the ensuing war all but wipe out a detachment of United States Cavalry, for a
breach of cultural relations not much more serious. Meeker, friend of Emerson and Hawthorne,
agricultural editor for Greeley’s New York Tribune, founder of towns and scholarly enthusiast of
pioneering, would make the mistake of plowing up a favorite race course of the Utes and trying
to coerce them into becoming agriculturists and observers of the Sabbath.2Powell, though he
might be so gauche as to put out stakes, was not so bullheaded that he would not pull them up



again. He was an ex-officer, and the habit of command stuck with him, but he was also a learner,
and one of the growing few ready to grant the right of the Indian to his own habits and attitudes.
In all his work in the West from that winter on, he never went armed, and he never had trouble,
and this in years and in regions where other scientific expeditions would hardly venture outdoors
without a military escort.Actually they did not have to go outside their own group for trouble. Five
months is a long time to be shut in. The trappers made one compact unit, the three Powells
another; Sam Garman, the sole remaining student, was a little extraneous. Sumner thought he
was homesick, but Sam himself, in a letter to Friend Gertrude, put another complexion on his
dissatisfaction: “I can’t afford to stay with the expedition as it requires too much of my time & too
complete an abnegation of one’s own affairs to present very great attractions to a student and
traveler who is receiving no pay and not learning enough to pay for the time.” So when the White
River rose in mid-March, 1869, and flooded their cabins and drove them to a sopping and
miserable camp on higher ground, and the camp took that occasion to break up and start
moving toward Green River, Sam Garman kept right on going and began an expedition of his
own. “The Major and myself had no difference except that he found I could do almost any work
he had to do and that appeared to be excuse enough for setting me at it, no matter what became
of the work I had come to do; besides Mrs. Powell thought me too independent and tried to make
me understand that herself and the major commanded the expedition and members until I
announced my intention of leaving when matters changed suddenly and took a much pleasanter
aspect, but too late.”
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All Shall Be Well, “A "Why Have I Not Heard of This Before?" Book. First published in 1954, it is
still a must-read for understanding the Western USA. John Wesley Powell's contribution to the
the advancement of science is remarkable and Stegner's extensive research impressive. This
book is far more than an adventure tale of John Wesley Powell, although Stegner conveys the
riveting excitement of Powell's explorations. But Stegner also shows how Powell understood that
the land use and water rights policies that worked in the eastern states were doomed to failure in
the West. (Parts of which were still unmapped in 1954!) But most impressive is how Stegner
unearthed Powell's towering achievement in the advancement of Science and the establishment
of government agencies such as the US Geological Survey.”

John Koehm, “Great book, for the first half.. The first half of this book was about the incredible
adventure conducted by John Wesley Powell, running the Colorado River through the Grand
Canyon and climbing its walls with one arm! In the 2nd half, John Wesley Powell encountered
the politicians in Washington, DC and they were very much like they are today.....very difficult to
deal with.  This half was uninteresting to me.”

William C., “History, adventure and human interest. If you are a Westerner (or just love the West),
this book offers insight into one man's efforts not only to explore the arid West, but to also
appreciate it and raise alarms about misuse of the Western landscape. The story of John
Wesley Powell's exploration of the Colorado River country is one heck of a yarn, complete with
vivid descriptions of navigating the whitewater (including some epic wipe-outs). Quite an
account of one of the world's great "first river descents." The book also details Powell's poignant
efforts to prevent abuse of the Western lands and waters.Mostly, the prose is tight, well-crafted
and delightful to read. At times, Stegner gets too deeply into details of Powell's battles with
Congress and "booster" elements in the West.  But overall, a good read.”

Glenn, “Excellent History of John Wesley Powell. Wallace Stegner is one of the foremost writers
of the American West, both as a novelist and historian. Beyond the Hundredth Meridian is a
pioneering history of John Wesley Powell, who was not only explorer of the American west but
also an individual who developed scientific method and documentation in its discovery. Stegner
assiduously has studied the primary materials produced by Powell and others, the scientific
treatises and measurements, and the political environments that surrounded federal policies for
the settlement of the American West. Stegner himself was a eloquent environmentalist who was
influenced greatly by his studies of Powell, especially the studies of water and settlements of the
American West. It is a well-researched and well-written history of Powell, the exploration of the
Colorado River, and politics--a history that has contemporary merit as the Western states
confront population growth, drought and water allocations.”



Long-Suffering Technology Consumer, “Adventure, religion, culture, politics, geography and
WATER in the American west.... ...wrapped up in a lyrically written and finely researched history.I
had not read anything by Wallace Stegner for many years, until a recent trip to the Grand
Canyon restored my interest in the history of its exploration. Many choices are available to
discover the history of the last part of the American west to become marked as something other
than "unknown" on government maps. In "Beyond the Hundredth Meridian" Stegner expands the
horizon beyond the confines of the dangerous canyon walls that threatened John Wesley
Powell's 1869 expedition through the Grand Canyon.To be sure, Stegner is an excellent
chronicler of the that trip down the Colorado. He captures the adventure, the danger, the great
unknowns that faced Powell's crew. That voyage is the centerpiece of the first half of the book,
and could stand on its own as a a tour de force of American discover.Stegner gives us much
more. He incorporates sophisticated discussions of the cultural climate, and the intersection of
antebellum political mores in Washington, the fabric of relationships between the US
government, native Americans, the Mormons and western settlers. He illustrates fine points of
topography, geology, geography and river hydrology as he focuses on the essential element of
any migration to the west: water. He explores the grand topics and the often overlooked (would
"Big Canyon" be as good a name as "Grand Canyon" ? It almost got this name!).As these
lessons unfold, the book never comes across as a textbook. The writing is vibrant and often
lyrical, without being overblown or self important. If you've spent any time in the parts of the
United States where the rain is scarce and the vistas are vast, this book will provide an important
education in the many forces that came to bear on its settlement. Even if you haven't, you'll
acquire a solid foundation in the complex calculus that provides the initiative for discovery.This
quite simply a great piece of historical writing.”

Carolyn H. Prentice, “Stegnar always understands Western United States. This is "diary" ....
Stegnar always understands Western United States. This is "diary" of early exploration of the
Grand Canyon and the lands around and the contributions of Powell. Such bravery and in a way,
blind times in changing weather, new lands, exploration that isn't for everyone. This book planted
seeds of desire to read other interpretations of these parts of the mid- and south west.”

Dan Earle, “Expanded Understanding. I have read earlier stories about Powell and his trip down
the Grand Canyon and enjoyed them for their important exploration and adventure aspects.
What I did not realize then and do now is how important a person Powell was in government and
his contribution to the scientific approach and mapping of the West. We also see the political
intrigue that took place in the past. Seeing it historically, it makes one think about how today's
events will be seen in 100 years. It is a engaging read.”

The book by Wallace Stegner has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 207 people have provided feedback.
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