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See, vast trackless spaces,

As in a dream they change, they swiftly fill,
Countless masses debouch upon them,

They are now cover’d with the foremost people,

arts, institutions, known.

WALT WHITMAN, “Starting From

Paumanok,” Leaves of Grass



INTRODUCTION

THE nineteenth century, for Americans as well as for Europeans,
was an age of exploration. During this period all of the islands of the
sea were charted, the Antarctic discovered, and the interiors of the
continental land masses opened up to the mobile citizens of the West-
ern world, who came to them with Christianity, ideas of progress, new
techniques in science, and dreams of romantic imperialism. The
nineteenth-century confrontation of the unknown was almost uniquely
a Western phenomenon, and as such was primarily important because
it helped to create in the centers of dominant culture a series of images
which conditioned popular attitudes and public policy concerning the
new lands. Out of the charts and the travel literature, the scientific
reports, the collections of exotic specimens, the lithographs, the photo-
graphs, the adventure novels and popular biographies, the schoolboy
geographies, the museums, and even the children’s books, emerged a
series of impressions—often a series of first impressions unconsciously
conditioned by the established culture of the time—which became a
crucial factor in shaping the long-range destiny of the newly discovered
places and their peoples, and which at the same time altered forever
the established culture.

An important part of this latter-day age of discovery was the ex-
ploration of the American West, which took place almost entirely within
the confines of the last century and reflected many of the character-
istics of the broader global phenomenon. Because of its impact upon
American culture and in turn upon world culture, this century-long
adventure deserves a somewhat different sort of attention than it has
hitherto received. Building upon decades of patient and detailed scholar-
ship, it is now possible to attempt the beginning of a new and more
general assessment of the role of exploration in the development of
the American West, and also, using the American West as a very
extensive case study, to inquire more closely into the nature of explora-
tion itself and its consequences as an activity for civilization in gen-
eral. Such in broadest outlines are the objectives of this book.

A beginning fairly made, however, rests most comfortably upon the
reassuring foundations of definition, and in the case of exploration
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x INTRODUCTION

such comfort is difficult to find, for exploration closely analyzed proves,
like everything else, to be a very complex phenomenon. It can perhaps
best be defined in terms of a concrete example, and then a more
general model. For the concrete example let us return to 1868.

On an August day in 1868 the Union Pacific made an unscheduled
stop at Antelope Station in western Nebraska. From one of the ornate
parlor cars a dignified, scholarly gentleman stepped out upon the
prairie. He was Othniel Charles Marsh, a Yale paleontologist, and he
was following up a story that had appeared in an Omaha newspaper to
the effect that a railroad well-digger had accidentally unearthed the
bones of a prehistoric man out there in Nebraska at a place famous
only as a way station on the emigrant route to the West. Marsh’s own
account of the incident captures some of the excitement he felt that
day:

“Before we approached the small station where the alleged primitive
man had been unearthed,” Marsh remembered, “I made friends with
the conductor, and persuaded him to hold the train long enough for
me to glance over the earth thrown out of this well, thinking per-
chance that I might thus find some fragments, at least, of our early
ancestors. In one respect I succeeded beyond my wildest hopes. By
rapid search over the huge mound of earth, I soon found many frag-
ments and a number of entire bones, not of man, but of horses diminu-
tive indeed, but true equine ancestors. . . . Other fragments told of
his contemporaries—a camel, a pig, and a turtle . . . perhaps more

. when I could remove the clay from the other remains secured.
Absorbed in this work I took no note of time.”

When ultimately Marsh reboarded the train, he had the first clues to
his reconstruction of Protohippus, the miniature three-toed horse of the
Pleistocene era. And out of this “find” grew his classic fossil genealogy
of the modern horse, one of the most famous pieces of paleontological
evidence for the validity of Darwin’s theory of evolution through nat-
ural selection.

More significantly for the student of exploration, however, Professor
Marsh’s Antelope Station adventure marked the beginning of the career
of still another outstanding explorer of the American West. For Marsh’s
enthusiasm went far beyond the fossil horse.

“I could only wonder,” he wrote, “if such scientific truths as I had
now obtained were concealed in a single well, what untold treasures
must there be in the whole Rocky Mountain region. This thought
promised rich rewards for the enthusiastic explorer in this new field,
and thus my own life work seemed laid out before me.”

The nature of Marsh’s adventure in 1868 and his subsequent view
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of himself as a Rocky Mountain explorer (despite his obvious tender-
foot background) highlight one of the most important elements in the
history of the American West. The country beyond the Mississippi, as
we now know it, was not just “discovered” in one dramatic and color-
ful era of early-nineteenth-century coonskin exploration. Rather it was
discovered and rediscovered by generations of very different explorers
down through the centuries following the advent of the shipwrecked
Spaniard Cabeza de Vaca. And this process of repeated discovery was
in itself among the most important factors which shaped the develop-
ment of culture and civilization in that region.

Usually, however, exploration is not thought of as a process with
cultural significance. Rather it is viewed as a sequence of dramatic
discoveries—isolated events, colorful and even interesting perhaps,
but of little consequence to the basic sweep of civilization. This is be-
cause exploration has rarely if ever been viewed as a continuous form
of activity or mode of behavior. The words “exploration” and “dis-
covery” are most often and most casually linked in the popular imag-
ination simply as interchangeable synonyms for “adventure.” But
exploration is something more than adventure, and something more
than discovery. According to Webster, the explorer is actually one who
“seeks discoveries.” He is not simply and solely the “discoverer.” In-
stead the accent is upon process and activity, with advances in knowl-
edge simply fortunate though expected incidents along the way. It is
likewise not casual. It is purposeful. It is the seeking. It is one form of
the learning process itself, and, as the case of Professor Marsh illus-
trates, it was often a branch of science which resulted in a discovery
at a place trod many times over by previous generations of explorers
bent on other missions in days gone by.

The importance of viewing exploration as activity rather than as a
sequence of discoveries is further underscored when one considers the
distinction between the explorer and the discoverer in terms of the con-
cept of mission. Discoveries can be produced by accident, as in the case
of the fortunate well-digger at Antelope Station. Exploration, by con-
trast, is the result of purpose or mission. As such, it is an activity which,
to a very large degree, is “programmed” by some older center of culture.
That is, its purposes, goals, and evaluation of new data are to a great
extent set by the previous experiences, the values, the kinds and cate-
gories of existing knowledge, and the current objectives of the civilized
centers from which the explorer sets out on his quest. If Marsh, for
example, had not been a paleontologist trained at Yale and in Europe,
he might have looked for different things on his trip out West. He
might have kept his eye out for mineral deposits perhaps, instead of
waxing enthusiastic over a “big bonanza” in bones. He certainly never
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would have set off with such zest in search of an ancient America in
the form of gigantic dinosaurs, exotic pterodactyls, and his own favor-
ites—the extinct toothed birds. Yet, his exploring activity, peculiar as
it was, programmed by an older center of culture, had a lasting im-
portance not only in terms of his startling discoveries, but also in terms
of the effect it had on the future course of science and public policy in
the West, and on the United States as a whole as Marsh rose to promi-
nence in the worlds of science and government. The same might be
said in varying degrees for a whole host of other nineteenth-century
explorers of the American West—men who synthesized the new sights
they saw in the wilderness into projections or images of what the older
centers thought the West ought to be. Thus in various periods the West
became the great empty continent, Eldorado or Cibola, a barren waste
of heathen savages and Spaniards, the passage to India, an imperial
frontier, a beaver kingdom, the Great American Desert, a land of flocks
and herds, a pastoral paradise, an agricultural Arcadia, a military and
administrative problem, a bonanza of gold and silver, a safety valve,
a haven for saints, a refuge for bad men, and ultimately, toward the
end of the nineteenth century, an enormous laboratory. And so it went
—there were many more such images that it might be possible to point
out, each demonstrating in some measure the preconceptions that an
older culture and its explorers brought to the search for knowledge in
the new environment,

With this in mind, my aim has been to focus upon exploration as
a meaningful activity and to trace its complex impact not only upon
the history of the West but upon the nation as a whole, particularly as
it stimulated advances in science and scientific institutions and the
evolution, on a national level, of a public policy for the West as a part
of the nation. Much of the story necessarily revolves about the role of
the federal government in sponsoring the exploration of the West,
since it is clear that, contrary to the myth of the rugged independent
frontiersman, a good part of the exploration done in the West was done
under federal sponsorship. From the early days of Lewis and Clark
down to the formation of the United States Geological Survey, the gov-
ernment explorer in one form or another played a vital role. And even
when the agents of exploration were not federal servants, their con-
stant referent was nevertheless the national government, and the aid
and protection it might be expected to provide.

In addition, the history of Western exploration can serve as a vehicle
for demonstrating in a more subtle way some of the larger conse-
quences of the way the West was won. If the region was settled along
lines or according to images projected by the older centers of culture,
then in the most precise way it was—to borrow a modern concept usu-
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ally not thought of as being applicable to the nineteenth century of
rugged individualism—*“other-directed.” Men appear to have gone out
West to reconstitute the society they had known on countless frontiers
to the East—only of course with themselves at the top instead of at the
bottom of the social and economic ladder. Even as they came in con-
flict with the rapidly changing Eastern and national interests, Western
men were still largely prisoners of an emulative society. This in turn
was not unique to the frontier West. America itself grew up in this
emulative and “programmed” fashion. Thus the explorers reflecting
national images and plans, and the Westerners who followed their lead,
were all part of an “other-directed” pattern. And this perhaps is the
major difficulty in defining Western culture itself, for the West, as the
history of its exploration clearly shows, has always been in rapid transi-
tion. It is, as Frederick Jackson Turner has pointed out, more of a
process than a place. But that process has been as much an American-
ization process as it has been one of distinctiveness. Contrary to Tur-
ner's hypothesis, the Western experience in the main appears not to
have brought distinctiveness as such to bear on the country, but instead
has offered a theater in which American patterns of culture could be
endlessly mirrored.

Thus in a sense the problem of Western culture becomes the prob-
lem of American culture, which is itself the rapidly changing offspring
of an older, broader society. The two units represent different degrees
of the same complex problem which continues to tantalize and elude
historians down to our own day. Exploration, by no means the eccentric
activity it is sometimes taken to be, does offer, however, a major clue
to the shifting relationship of the regional to the national culture in our
recent historical experience.

In its broadest terms, the history of nineteenth—centurﬁr Western ex-
ploration can be seen unfolding through three major periods each char-
acterized by a dominant set of objectives, particular forms of exploring
activity, distinctive types of explorers, and appropriate institutions
which governed these other factors. The first of these periods began
with Lewis and Clark and continued down to approximately 1845. It
was an era of imperial rivalry in which even the mountain men and
fur traders were self-conscious pawns in an international competition
for the West. The second was a period of settlement and investment
in which numbers and opportunity—“westering”—were all that
counted and the explorer was largely dedicated to lending a helping
hand in the matter of Manifest Destiny. The third period, from 1860 to
1900, was the era of the Great Surveys, a time for more intensive
scientific reconnaissances and inventories. It was also a time for sober
second thoughts as to the proper nature, purpose, and future direction
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of Western settlement. Incipient conservation and planning in the na-
tional interest became a vogue, signifying that the West had come of
age and its future had become securely wedded to the fortunes of the
nation. These three stages or phases of Western exploration form the
major parts of the narrative that follows.

Specialists in Western history will readily perceive that in the in-
terests of consolidation and thematic development I have omitted some
of the better-known anecdotal material connected with Western explo-
ration, particularly that relating to the fur trade, a subject with which
I am not primarily concerned. The numerous voyages up the Missouri
River, for example, which are interesting as part of fur-trade history
but of less significance to exploration history, I have not attempted to
describe at all. Likewise, my excursions into such vast fields as military
and mining history, as well as the history of science, have been delib-
erately, and from a personal point of view, regretfully circumscribed
by the requirements of my theme. But since the total story of nineteenth-
century Western exploration has never been told before, and one of my
primary concerns is to present the reader with a comprehensive and
useful reference, as complete as possible within the limitations of space,
as to where the explorers actually went, as well as how and why they
penetrated the unknown, I have necessarily been forced to include a
great deal of geographical detail. It is hoped that the maps inserted at
appropriate places will provide the reader with guidance through what
is a bewildering geographical maze far greater in scope than any that
ever confronted the individual explorer.

And finally, though I have endeavored to go somewhat beyond the
descriptive in analyzing the explorer and his activities, I have been con-
tinually conscious of him as a man—an individual whose impressions
at a particular time and place can only be recaptured by going out with
him on his journeys into the unknown and gazing in astonishment at
the same wonders he saw, from the same point of view. For in order
to understand something of the internal history of exploration it is
necessary to understand as fully as possible the explorer himself—to
know something of what it felt like to cross the silent wastes of the
Great Basin for the first time, or to course down the foaming cataracts
of the Green River toward an unknown destination and an unknown
fate. It is also necessary to know something of the trivia that affected
men’s lives in the wilderness, whether it be the limitations of bullboat
travel or the discomforts of being caught with a brass surveying instru-
ment on a bald mountain peak in an electrical storm—which is to say
that history, to be accurate, must be romantic as well as scientific. So
with apologies for many apparent digressions and limitations, herewith
is presented a beginning synthesis which is in intent only a reconnais-
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sance in the scientific and at the same time romantic spirit, intended
to lay out an imperfect historical trail for others to follow upon, correct,
and improve. For me it has been a great but serious adventure of which
the reader is invited to partake to the limits of his perseverance and
indulgence.

New Haven, Connecticut
Austin, Texas
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